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Despite being geographically and financially difficult, participating in environmental 
education programs in my youth significantly altered my life trajectory for the better. The 
Environmental Studies program, and its requirement to prepare this portfolio, provided me 
invaluable tools to pursue my passion effectuating more equitable access to environmental 
education engagement. The program enabled me to explore the change I seek to prompt in 
environmental education and wilderness engagement both personally and professionally. 
While in graduate school, I focused on environmental education—a field I have worked 
in for 11 years across five different states and with groups of varying sizes and ages. Through 
engaging guiding jobs which served different age groups, objectives, and ability levels, I honed 
my passion for facilitating wilderness experiences and education, especially for youth and teens. 
I became inspired by the power wilderness engagement had over participants I taught or 
guided, while simultaneously being transformed myself. Working in the outdoor industry 
inspired me to pursue the Master of Environmental Studies program to create more equal 
access to these empowering experiences provided by engaging in wilderness settings. 
I am a Chicagoland native who was fortunate enough to attend a summer camp in the 
Shawnee National Forest in southern Illinois throughout my childhood. There, I experienced the 
growth and empowerment which occurs while spending time in wilderness areas and engaging 
with new challenges these environments present. Attending camp and working in the outdoor 





that others were not so fortunate. Indeed, an accessibility gap exists which prevents others from 
experiencing engagement within wilderness engagement. This realization became my driving 
force to generate new ways for others to access the outdoors.  
 During my work in environmental education, I have been a ski instructor, backpacking 
guide, summer camp counselor, and biking guide. These jobs have shown me that participants 
can grow and become empowered by outdoor activities, yet I noticed high participation costs 
and geographic accessibility restrictions created an apparent lack of inclusion and diversity. I 
noticed a significant gap in participation opportunities based on youth’s geographic location 
and their families’ financial resources. The wilderness experiences were transformative and 
positive for the youth I encountered while working, which, in turn, inspired me to increase 
accessibility regardless of their family resources.  
To complement my undergraduate studies and work experiences, I sought a graduate 
program to attain a deeper understanding of the underlying societal, economic, and practical 
issues. The EVST program provided the flexibility and resources to help me better understand 
environmental issues and education, all the while enabling me to further my goal of promoting 
equitable access to wilderness education programs. Thankfully, I can confidently say this 
program became my vehicle to develop and eventually achieve my goals.  
Thematically, this three-part portfolio chronicles my exploration of how environmental 
education empowers teens regardless of their socioeconomic status. The portfolio discusses the 
impacts of wilderness experiences on teens, provides tangible means to engage with concepts, 





Ultimately, my time in the EVST program allowed me to generate products which focus on 
increasing access for teens to experience natural places, regardless of their socioeconomic 
status. 
This portfolio first articulates an easy-to-navigate wilderness skills curriculum for 
participants in the Montana Youth Conservation Corps. The curriculum develops and stresses 
place-based awareness. Next, I discuss my internship with a Missoula-based wilderness therapy 
not-for-profit organization, Inner Roads. The section includes an advocacy plan to gain Medicaid 
coverage for wilderness therapy programs in the state of Montana. The final section synthesizes 
research about the fusion of mindfulness and wilderness therapy (i.e., how the concepts and 
programs work together and why) and critically assesses accessibility disparities in participating 
in wilderness therapy programs. In doing so, I offer possible improvements to redress the 
apparent issues. 
 Taken together, the three tangible products of this portfolio gather under the theme I 
explored in graduate school: equal access to wilderness engagement for teens and youth. 
Though separate works, the pieces interconnect to one another revealing the breadth of this 
general theme. As a teen, participating in environmental education programs, despite 
geographic and financial barriers, significantly shaped my life and motivated me to create 
opportunities for others. This portfolio was the perfect way to pursue academically and 
experientially my professional goals in ways my years of field work could not. Admittedly, issues 





beyond the scope of this portfolio. Even so, the portfolio enabled me to focus on 3 specific 
areas. Summarizes of the three areas of exploration are listed below.  
Wilderness Education and Skills Curriculum: a ready-to-use guide not dependent 
on participant’s prior knowledge, materials, or location In Spring 2020, for ENST 548, I 
developed a curriculum for the Montana Youth Conservation Corps (YCC) titled, “Wilderness 
Living Skills, A Place Development Curriculum.” The curriculum aims to develop the YCC’s “Place” 
goal by teaching basic wilderness living skills and skills to interact and learn about nature 
through lessons and team-building initiatives. My personal goal was to teach wilderness skills 
and promote appreciation for public land engagement using a concise, easily accessible 
curriculum which did not require extensive additional materials. My vision is to enhance the YCC 
experience by teaching participants sustainable wilderness skills which they can employ within 
and without wilderness settings, promote a life-long appreciation for nature, and inspire 
wilderness leadership. 
The curriculum’s underlying philosophy is that teens do not need prior knowledge, 
materials, or a geographic location to benefit from place-based wilderness education. 
Encouraged by its conciseness and simplicity, camps or afterschool programs will hopefully 
apply the curriculum and thus enable greater access to environmental education. The engaging 
activities and wilderness skills allow teens to connect with concepts and experience some of the 
personal growth only wildness areas can provide. Ultimately, I will finalize and organize the 





Wilderness therapy with a Missoula not-for-profit: advocating for Medicaid 
coverage to increase financial accessibility In spring and summer 2020, I interned as the 
Logistics Coordinator for Inner Roads. Inner Roads is a Missoula-based wilderness therapy not-
for-profit organization that specializes in empowering at risk-teens, particularly from low-income 
households, on five weeklong therapeutic backpacking trips. Inner Roads is unique in the 
wilderness therapy industry as it is one of only two programs that specialize in serving youth 
from low-income households. 
As an intern, Inner Roads allowed me to organize and lead extensive pre and post-trip 
logistics, two-day gear resupplies in the field, and weekends on call as the emergency contact. I 
witnessed the participants, many of whom came from adverse situations, grow and develop. This 
internship also demonstrated how each aspect of my portfolio topic coincides, clashes, and 
melds together. Now compiled, this section includes my experiential fieldwork and insights I 
gained while striving to increase financial inclusivity in environmental education programming. 
In the internship, I developed an advocacy plan to assist Inner Roads achieve one of their 
main goals: expanding Medicaid coverage to include wilderness therapy programs in the State 
of Montana. The plan was the term project for my Advocacy and Public Policy course, NPAD 405, 
that I completed in Spring 2020. The course enabled me to contact Inner Roads and find the 
Medicaid project. The project also helped me identify, isolate, and (hopefully) eradicate financial 
inclusivity gaps and create a product to minimize these gaps. Inner Roads utilized the advocacy 
plan as a guide to lobby to the Montana State legislature. On February 2, 2021, a sponsor 





A Synthesis of Research on Mindfulness and Wilderness therapy: a critical 
assessment and creating industry accessibly The final section, a research paper on the fusion 
of nature, therapy, and mindfulness, explores the methods used to facilitate personal growth in a 
nature-based setting. I began the paper in “The Greening of Religion,” ENST 530. In the paper I 
discuss the research on how significant outdoor experiences are for healthy adolescent 
development and analyze research about how the components of wilderness therapy work 
together to create positive behavior change.  I synthesize the available research about 
wilderness therapy methods and natural experiences as means to empower or adjust behaviors 
among at-risk teens. Following the research on positive benefits of wilderness therapy programs, 
I address shortcomings and challenges to the wilderness therapy industry. The paper concludes 
with a critical assessment of access to programming and explores the apparent lack of inclusivity 
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To teach basic wilderness living skills promoting connection to the land for participants serving 
in the Youth Conservation Corps with engaging lessons that inspire curiosity, personal growth, 
and team building in the field to further YCC’s Place goals.  
Vision 
To enhance the Youth Conservation Corps experience by teaching wilderness living skills so 
participants develop sustainable behaviors in and out of wilderness settings, an appreciation for 
nature to build on throughout the future, and inspire wilderness leadership. 
Philosophy 
The aim is to use place-based education of the wilderness to enhance the Youth Conservation 
Corps experience by focusing on the place learning goals to inspire leadership and wilderness 
stewardship. The intent is to tie lessons on nature and outdoor living skills in with work projects 
and add extra entertainment when deemed appropriate by the guide.  While this focuses on 
place learning goals, it can be adapted and discussed to fit power, people, and pathways goals 
as well. The conceptual framework provided on page 14 models the learning outcome 
guidelines provided by the North American Association of Environmental Education. 
Lessons vary in length and objectives require few to no extra materials.  The intention is that 
these lessons are useful in dynamic field situations where there are limited resources. This 
curriculum is built on a constructivist teaching approach where the participants are active in their 
own learning.  In wilderness education participants construct their learning through inquiry, peer 
interaction, and hands-on lessons that focus on the natural environment.   The instructor is a 
guide to facilitating the development of the participant's knowledge of wilderness skills and 





understanding of wilderness living skills.  Participants should be authentically inspired to 
appreciate natural areas and understand basic outdoor leadership skills through experience, 
discovery, and reflection.    
Model 
The primary goal of this is to make teaching wilderness living skills engaging, accessible, and 
adaptable while in the field. This curriculum is interdisciplinary in that the main theme is 
wilderness skills but there are subtopics within each lesson.  These subtopics include field-based 
team-building initiatives, ecology, outdoor leadership, and outdoor living skills.  This 
incorporates aspects of other subjects, which could be expanded to fit into curriculum for 
multiple subjects such as health, sciences, arts, and social studies.  The curriculum is adaptive in 
that the guide can pick and choose individual lessons that have an intended learning outcome 
and fits the field-based opportunity.  This curriculum uses inclusion and is meant to facilitate 
short term outdoor lessons during participation in the YCC that stand alone from the traditional 
classroom setting.   
Scope and Sequence 
As stated above this curriculum is adaptive so guides can pick and choose skills they would like 
participants to learn as fits the situation.  The lessons are thematically organized by skill.  
Activities vary in time.  Several lessons are included under each theme to build upon participant 
competencies and interests. Each skill section begins with guide resources aimed to inform the 
guide on components and facts for each skill as well as some tips for facilitating participants’ 
learning. Every lesson within the six different skills begins with a goal, objectives, materials, and 
time considerations. The end of some lessons include tips for applying concepts taught to daily 
activities. The back section includes extra games, poems about wilderness, and wilderness facts. 
The focus is to facilitate wilderness knowledge through building outdoor living skills so students 
can understand how to responsibly enjoy backcountry travel.  At the beginning of each lesson 





1 What students already know about the topic; 
2 Why the skill is important; 
3 How it is used in the field.  
Discussions will help engage participants' in the topics and allow the guide to gauge youths’ 
knowledge and interest.   
Students will learn new skills and gain basic competencies in survival skills to spark an 
appreciation for natural areas, connection to the outdoors, and the satisfaction of learning new 
skills regardless of the order of lessons facilitated.  If participants understand or can perform the 
skills facilitated and complete each lesson, they can receive a check off and work towards the 
Wilderness Survival Skills certificate.   
Assessment 
It is encouraged guides provide qualitative feedback to participants throughout the learning 
process.  Tools for evaluating participants' competencies are stated at the end of some 
individual lessons but a comprehensive assessment is at the end of each skill section.  
Journaling, discussion, student facilitation, and continuous practice of the skills are encouraged.  
Guides should observe participation during lessons and facilitate discussions about the lessons 
to assess youths’ grasp of skills taught.  To ensure the lessons are understood, guides should use 
skills continuously throughout service and try to reflect back on lessons to gain competencies.   
Given the assessment tools at the end of the lessons, if participants can complete the skill, they 
can receive a check off of the Wilderness Survival Skills chart on page fifteen.  The certificate can 
be used in the session if the guide deems it appropriate and the group is interested.  The 
activities can also be completed without striving for the certificate. 
Formative: 
Formative assessment is ongoing and process driven. These are based on the objectives for each 





This assesses what students already know and how well they can perform skills before activities.  
Guides should find out what to teach based on what participants know. There will be varying 
degrees of competencies and interest in skills between participants.   
Summative: 
This assesses if the participant can complete the skill or parts of the skill taught and can be 
checked off for the certificate.  Guide should complete a verbal pre- and post-activity 
assessment of participant knowledge and competencies.  The end of each skill section includes 
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Skills, Lessons, and Assessments 
Skill 1: Understanding Sense of Place 
MCC Place Goal- Explore our connection to the land, community, culture, and 
heritage  
Guide Resources 
What is sense of place? 
“Sense of place is the lens through which people experience and make meaning of their 
experiences in and with place” (Adams, 2013).  
Establishing a sense of place is thought to foster positive environmental behaviors (Kudryavtsev , 
Stedman, & Krasny, 2012). 
Place attachment: refers to the bond people feel to a place, identity, and dependence which can 
be positive, negative, or ambivalent.  
Place meaning: symbolic affiliations with a place that may be influenced by social, economic, or 
aesthetic considerations. 
Sensing Place in the Present 
Sense of place is feeling connected to a particular place in the same way that you are acutely 
aware of and familiar with your house - smells, sounds, topography, Building a relationship with 
the land similar to a friendship. Finding personal meaning in the land and making a connection 
that works for you. 
➔ Focus: Facilitate connections to a place that are personalized and ever evolving 







• Wilderness protects watersheds which many cities and rural communities depend on for pure 
water. 
• Wilderness serves as critical habitat for wildlife threatened by extinction. 
• Wilderness improves the quality of our air because of the filtering action of its plants and 
forest. 
• Wilderness maintains the genetic material to provide diversity of plants and animal life. Today, 
as we learn more about the greenhouse effect and the depletion of the ozone layer, more and 
more people are coming to realize that humans are only part of an interconnected ‘web of life,’ 
and that the survival of our own species may ultimately depend on the survival of others. 
• Wilderness serves as a unique and irreplaceable ‘living laboratory’ for medical and scientific 
research. Already plant and animal species existing in their natural states have played major 
roles in the development of heart drugs, antibiotics, anti-cancer agents, and anticoagulants. 
More than one-quarter of all the prescriptions sold in America each year contain ingredients 
from plants. 
• Wilderness provides for the protection of geological resources. Undisturbed, naturally 
occurring geologic phenomena are protected for present and future generations. 
• Wilderness serves as a haven from the pressure of our fast-paced industrialized society. It is a 
place where we can seek relief from the noise and speed of machines, confines of steel and 
concrete, and the crowding of people. 
• Wilderness is a unique repository for cultural resource values. Artifacts and structures are 
protected by the Archaeological Resources Protection Act and they take on a new perspective 
when experienced within the context of the wilderness. These features tell a valuable 
story about the human relationship with wilderness. 
For all its uses, values, and scenic wonders, wilderness is a land heritage that is uniquely 
American. In the words of novelist Wallace Stegner, “Something will have gone out of us as a 
people if we ever let the remaining wilderness be destroyed.” 
Credit: This text is excerpted from the " Wilderness Awareness Training Module" produced by 







Lesson 1- Sense of Place Journaling Prompts 
Goal: Youth will connect with and identify their sense of place and appreciate their 
surroundings. 
Objectives: 
• Students will define and explain concepts or feelings they associate with their sense of place 
• Students will evaluate their own sense of place through reflection and writing 
Materials: Writing utensil, journal or paper 
Time Considerations: 20 minutes to write, 20 minutes to share 
Journaling prompts: 
Soundscape 
Quote: “I am the desert. I am the mountains. There are other languages being spoken by wind, 
water, and wings...We are no more or no less than the life the surrounds us.” -Terry Tempest 
Williams 
➔ Have students sit silently in one place and listen. On a piece of paper, each person will 
mark a dot or an X that represents where they are and an arrow to show which 
direction they are facing. 
➔  As they hear noises, have them make a map of the sounds they hear. They can draw 
the things they are hearing, write them down, or use both.  
➔ Then, have them share their map with another person. 
Senses Writing 
➔ Have participants find a comfortable sitting area within voice range. Then, going 
through each sense have them note what they are experiencing in their surroundings.  
➔ As an extension, consider how the things they are experiencing with their senses is 
different from what they would feel at home?  
Group Journal 
Keep one journal that the entire crew can pass around throughout the trip and write in. Have 
prompts on some pages, but always have them write the date, the weather, and location. 
Participants can draw, write quotes, make observations, or talk about an experience. At the 
end make copies so each person can take it home with them. 
 
Lesson 2: Mapping Our Home 
Goals: Identify, share, and connect to previous experiences in the outdoors Facilitate new 







When given a piece of string and a prompt participants will: 
- Make an outline of MT map  
- Share an experience where they felt connected to the outdoors in MT 
- Identify at least one way they are connected to the Bitterroot Valley 
Given a prompt, participants will: 
- Design and orchestrate a group activity that connects other participants to their 
current place 
Materials: A long string or rope 
Time Consideration: 20-45 (depending on how long the conversation lasts) 
Background:  
In this activity we will draw on the concepts of place attachment and place meaning as a 
foundation for our connection to the natural world. Additionally, this activity is intended to 
provide a platform or framework for the experience the group is currently having.  
Directions: 
1. Giving the crew a long piece of rope or string, task them with creating a map of Montana 
from memory in 5 min. 
NOTE: It is less important that the map is accurate and more about collaborating. However, if 
you have a map you may let students use it after a few minutes to modify their original version. 
2. Next, ask participants to close their eyes and think of a time they had a good experience in 
the outdoors in Montana. Then, have them step into the map and place themselves near where 
this memory occurred. 
Have individuals step out of the map one at a time and share a piece of that memory. As a 
prompt, ask them to share: 
a. Where they were 
b. Who they were with 





d. An observation of the place 
Structuring: How do we connect to place? 
Start the next section off with the question: Next, we will talk about what it is that connects us to 
the natural world. Ask participants to brainstorm their own ideas. Ask students to think for a 
moment and choose one or two ways to identify themselves in relation to their connection to 
the Bitterroot Valley (or if you are somewhere else). You can use natural objects and things you 
have with you to represent each kind of attachment and have students physically put themselves 
where they feel the strongest (e.g. wallet for material attachment, sleeping bag for comfort, 
pinecone for spiritual...etc).  
Connecting to this place 
Have participants get into two groups and each choose a different way of connecting to place. It 
does not need to be one that everyone identifies with. Then, have them plan a short activity that 
the group will do that day or throughout the trip to work to connect the group to this place. 
Examples of this might be telling a story of the place by creating their own myth or facilitating a 
spiritual connection through reflection/journaling.  
Apply: Continuously as participants to journal about their sense of place and experience with 
the YCC and how this is impacting their sense of place. 




Make observations and use this checklist to assess (Rate 1-3): 
❏ Each person shared an experience where they felt connected to the outdoors 






At the end of the session ask participants and have them write in their journals: How connected 
do you feel about the Bitterroot Valley (rate from not connected (1) to very connected (5).  
In what ways do you feel connected to the Bitterroot and the natural environment? 
If the participant completes journals and participates in group discussion, they can receive a 





Skill 2- Maps and Navigation 
Guide Resources 
Rules of Contour Lines — Some basic rules or facts about contour lines are listed below. 
1) Where a contour line crosses a stream or valley, the contour bends to form a "V" that points 
up the stream or valley. In the upstream direction the successive contours represent higher 
elevations. 
2) Contours near the upper parts of hills form closures. The top of a hill is higher than the 
highest closed contour. 
3) Hollows (depressions) without outlets are shown by closed, hatched contours. Hatched 
contours are contours with short lines on the inside pointing downslope. The bottom of the 
hollow is lower than the lowest closed contour. 
4) Contours are widely spaced on gentle slopes. 
5) Contours are closely spaced on steep slopes. 
6) Evenly spaced contours indicate a uniform slope. 
7) Contours do not cross or intersect each other, except in the rare case of an overhanging cliff. 
8) All contours eventually close, either on a map or beyond its margins. 
9) A single higher elevation contour never occurs between two lower ones, and vice versa. 
Scale — Scale expresses the relationship between distance on the map and the true distance on 
the Earth's surface. This is generally expressed as a ratio or a fraction, such as 1:24,000 or 
1/24,000. The numerator, usually 1, represents map distance, and the denominator, a large 
number, represents ground distance. Thus, 1:24,000 means that a distance of 1 unit on the map 
represents 24,000 such units on the ground. The unit here is not important — it could be meters, 
feet, or inches. What is important is the relationship between the map distance and the true 
ground distance. 
Lesson 1- Pirate Map 
Goal: Gain specific skills for traveling and recreating in the outdoors that are safe and minimize 
human impacts on the environment 





➔ Use their previous knowledge of maps to lead another group to a hidden item 
Given a topographic map, participants will be able to: 
➔ Find their location  
➔ Identify and analyze the meaning of several features of a map (contour lines, water, 
vegetation, man-made structures, scale, key/symbols) 
➔ Make predictions and put together a travel plan 
Materials: Topographic Map of the Area 
Time Considerations: 30-45 minutes 
Directions: 
1. Have participants get into an even number of small groups  
2. Each group will pick an object to hide 
3. Find a good hiding place and create a pirate/treasure map that will help another group 
get to the item. On the map they can include landmarks, drawings, or word clues. 
Prompt them to include both natural/human landmarks and other physical features of 
the landscape 
4. Have groups switch maps and try to find the other group’s treasure! 
Apply: Discuss how you found items and ask if participants have used maps before.  When you 
have extra time during the day give participants maps of where you are hiking or working and 
ask them to point out where you are and how you got there. 
Credit: B.E.A.R. Curriculum 
Lesson 2- Message Maps 
Goal: Participants understand interpreting directions and maps, by illustrating how they would 
navigate their way through. 
Objectives:  Youth construct maps based on the messages and explain to one another.  Youth 
better understand how to give verbal directions and how to write them out by practicing with 
given messages. 
Materials: Paper, writing utensils 





Directions: Break the group up into pairs and give them one of the messages listed below.  
Have them create a map off of the descriptions.  Then, have pairs share their maps and explain 
why they made their mapping decisions.  See if other groups can correctly guess the message 
based off the maps that were created.  If participants are interested and there is time, have 
participants create a map of where they went that day.   
Apply: Facilitate a group discussion on what makes for a good sense of direction and 
interpretation skills. On future hikes you can ask participants how they would map the route, 
verbally or physically. 
Message # 1 
From this place, travel three days to the west across the prairies. Where the 
stream comes out of the mountains you will see huge red rocks standing upright. 
Among the rocks you will find a trail. Follow the trail south for two days. It will 
lead you through high mountains. Then you will come to a place where you 
can see below you a large open meadow. This is a good place to hunt. There 
are many bison, antelope, and deer in this area. 
Message #2 
From here travel along this side of the river for two days. Then you will see the 
place where there is a very old tree standing alone on the right side of the river 
with an eagle’s nest in it. Here there is a log across the stream that you may 
cross on. To the west you will see three low hills. Go to these hills and on top 
of the middle one you will find good rocks for making spear points. 
Message # 3 
From here travel north for four days, past the little lake with the island in it, until 
you come to the big lake. The east end of the lake is surrounded by low bushes. 
This is a good place to hide and to hunt ducks. There are many of them on the 
lake! 
Message # 4 
From this place travel upstream through a narrow canyon until you come to the 





down the steep canyon walls. Climb the rope and you will get out of the can- 
yon. Travel towards the mountains for two days. At the base of the mountain 
with the flat top that still has snow on it you will find our camp. 
Message # 5 
From here, it is best to make a raft and float downstream through the mountains. 
After three days, when the river comes to a large valley with many small ponds 
in it, look for the cabin in a meadow on the east side of the river. This is a good 
place to spend the winter and to trap beavers in the ponds. 
Message #6 
From here, follow a faint trail to the west across the flat country, for three days. 
When you come to the mountains, leave the trail and climb towards the group 
of old trees that stand on a ridge. Before you get to the old trees you will come 
to a small stream. Follow the stream to the spring that it comes from. In this 
meadow you will find many plants whose roots are good for eating. 
Assessment 
Formative 
Ask participants to show you routes on the map before going on a hike or moving camp after 
explaining to them where you are going.  Have participants point out and describe the routes 
you took after hiking or moving. 
Summative 
At the end of the sessions quiz participants of the features of maps.  Have participants discuss 
how comfortable they are with navigation and maps.  See if participants can verbally describe 
how to get from one place to another (a place they went during the session). 
If participants can name the features of a map, participate in both lessons, and can describe the 






Skill 3- Safety and Decision Making 
Guide Resources 
Every time a decision must be made in the wilderness environment, the situation is different. 
Some wilderness decisions are fairly straight forward; others are plagued with uncertainties and 
risks.When knowledge is incomplete, analysis of situations includes judgment. Judgment 
involves abstracting ideas or principles from prior experiences and applying them to current 
situations which have similar characteristics. Using judgment in decision making involves 
framing the problem, analyzing relevant concerns, identifying and weighing options, making and 
implementing a decision, and evaluating its success. The activities included here are concrete 
wilderness problems that could be encountered by any group of hikers and encourages students 
to use good judgment to deal with uncertainty. 
Before beginning these activities facilitate discussion on potential risks surrounding you at the 
moment and factors to consider when making decisions for the group (weather, gear, group 
moral and ability, wildlife, time). 
Lesson 1- Bandage Relay 
Goal: Participants understand bandaging so they can temporarily stabilize wounds with 
materials found in their packs 
Objectives: Youth learn how to assemble temporary slings and bandaging out of triangle 
bandages or bandanas. 
Materials:  Bandana or triangular bandage for each pair 
Time Consideration: 20 Minutes (Depending on how long it takes to teach bandaging that 
guides learned in WFA course) 
Directions:  Each participant selects a partner and the pair lines up double file, facing an 
assigned judge who is standing 25 feet away with a bandana or triangular bandage. The name of 
a bandage, either “ankle,” “head,” or “sling,” is called out. When the name of the bandage is 





The judge checks bandages as they are finished. As soon as a bandage is approved by the judge, 
it is removed, and the participant on which the bandage was tied now ties the same bandage on 
their partner. When the judge approves both bandages, both run back to the group and tag off 
the next pair of Scouts. 
– Scoring:  Each pair that correctly ties the bandages gets a point for their team. The first pair to 
run back to the group scores an additional point. 
Apply: End with a discussion on what worked and why.  Discuss the importance of basic first aid 
knowledge and how you would get hurt individuals out of the backcountry.  Ask participants 
how comfortable they feel with the new skill. 
Credit: Boy Scouts of America 
Lesson 2- What Would You Do? 
Goal: Participants understand the decision-making process and the importance of good decision 
making while in the wilderness. 
Objectives: Given a situation, participants work with each other to develop action plans and a 
process to solve the problem.  Youth assess potentially risky situations and have to consider 
multiple outcomes. 
Materials: Items found in camp. 
Time Considerations: 30-60 minutes 
Directions: Divide group into teams of 3 or 4.  Give them a scenario of a potentially risky 
situation that comes up in the wilderness (think of WFA scenarios).  Participants can think up 
scenarios or guides can.  Give the groups approximately 10 minutes to decide their plan of 
action and act it out.  After they act it out, discuss their thoughts on the process, outside 
considerations, and how leadership roles were established.  Then add on to the scenario with 





Apply: When you are about to hike or start a daily project have a conversation with youth about 
potential risks they foresee and how to avoid them. 
Example Scenarios: You are leading a group of 10 hikers in a remote wilderness area that is 
unfamiliar to everyone in the group. The group is on a marked trail when one hiker notices a 
nearby hill and suggests that it would be fun to bushwhack to the top. Four other members of 
the group think this is a great idea. The hill is well below tree line, and off-trail hiking is 
permitted in the area. As you survey the steep slope leading to the summit, you notice many 
rocks and boulders. From the way they are perched, you become concerned that the rocks and 
boulders might be unstable. The five hikers are eager to get started, and they are trying to sell 
you and the others on their plan. 
Tips for successful decision making: 
(Solicit everyone’s opinion….) If you had reason to believe the rocks and boulders on the 
steep slope were unstable, then this approach would be reckless and irresponsible. There 
would be little or no time for people to get out of the way of falling rocks or boulders, 
which would likely kill or seriously injure anybody in their path. 
(Mention your concerns….) This approach might not be viable because even at the foot 
of the hill, it would probably be difficult for you to determine the stability of the rocks 
and boulders. Also, once the group began the excursion, people might be reluctant to 
turn back. 
(Carefully explain your concerns….) In this situation, the third alternative would offer the 
best solution. The risk of death or serious injury resulting from someone being hit by a 
falling rock or boulder would outweigh the satisfaction that the hikers might derive by 
scrambling up an interesting but untested slope. 
Apply: Have a group discussion after the scenarios of what groups did right or fell short on.  Ask 
participants to consider alternative solutions to what they decided on and how they chose what 
to do first when making decisions.  Have youth reflect on their problem-solving skills and journal 





Lesson 3- Leader of the Day 
Goals: Facilitate the development of leadership skills through authentic opportunities for peer 
leadership 
Objectives: When chosen or volunteering to be a leader of the day, participants will: 
➔ Practice leadership by taking ownership of 1-2 leadership tasks 
➔ Collaborate and make decisions for the group with a co-leader 
Through self-reflection and group feedback participants will: 
➔ Identify individual leadership strengths and areas for improvement 
Materials: None 
Directions: 1) Have participants take 5 minutes on their own to brainstorm qualities of great 
leaders that they know. It may help for them to think of one person, or many people and lots of 
different qualities.  
2) Then, get back together and popcorn ideas (have people share in an 
unorganized/unstructured way). These ideas can be written down on a whiteboard, a piece of 
paper, or one person can act as the “recorder”.  
3) Now, participants will have time to brainstorm ideas for peer leadership during this trip. Pose 
the following question: 
➔ What are some leadership tasks or roles that you could take on during this trip? 
4) Introduce the idea of “LOD” or Leader of the Day. The goal of this is to have participants 
volunteer or be assigned to be leaders of the day. What this looks like will be different for each 
person and group depending on trip length, activities, and group size. I recommend assigning 
two leaders at a time so that they can collaborate. 
Here are some possible ways to structure the LOD, you can also ask participants to come up with 
their own ideas:  
1. Partner leaders of the day can be responsible for: 
a. Schedule (wake up, lunch time, dinner time, when we come and go to different 
activities) 
b. Facilitating some of the curriculum activities/ teaching other people a skill 





d. Making decisions for the group 
e. Safety officer 
f. Lead a warm up activity in the morning and a debrief in the evening 
Apply: Allow participants to have an authentic peer leadership experience where they are able 
to make decisions on their own and collaborate with another person. This can be difficult to 
facilitate, but it helps to let them know as much information as you have about what the plan is 
for the day, and truly leave space for them to make decisions or change the way things go.  
 Credit: MCC 2014 Field Guide 
Assessment 
Formative 
Ask participants when beginning lessons on how they make decisions and facilitate a discussion 
on planning and risks in relation to backcountry settings.  Throughout the work day ask 
participants to identify possible risks.  Include the group on decision making dialog when 
possible.  Ask their opinions on choices to make (routes, camp set up, daily schedule) and how 
they came up with them. 
Summative 
Do participants understand the decision-making process and the importance of using good 
judgment while in the backcountry?  Are youth able to explain the value of making good 
decisions and are they able to identify potential threats to safety.  (Can be journaled about, 
discussed with the entire group, or discussed individually). Guides can rate these 1-3. 
If participants participated in all 3 activities, can explain to the guide the importance of decision 
making, and can identify 3 possible threats to think of before beginning a hike they can receive 






Skill 4- Equipment and Usage 
Guide Resources 
Outdoor clothing must perform several essential functions. It assists the body in retaining heat 
when external temperatures are cool and the body is inactive, but it must also permit heat to be 
dissipated when there is an excess. Clothing must also allow water vapor produced by the body 
to evaporate into the air without prolonged evaporative cooling. Finally, clothing must protect 
the wearer from skin injuries in the backcountry such as sunburn, abrasion, insect bites, 
poisonous plants, briars, etc. 
Heat is lost from the body in five ways. It is radiated from the body in the form of infrared 
radiation. It is lost through convection as the air immediately adjacent to the body is warmed 
and then disturbed by wind. It is similarly lost through respiration as cool air is taken into the 
lungs, warmed and then exhaled. Heat loss also occurs by conduction when the body comes in 
direct contact with some cooler surface, such as the ground, cold pots, snow, rocks, etc. And 
finally, heat is lost when moisture on the body’s surface evaporates—an exothermic chemical 
reaction. Because an active hiker or climber can sweat four to six liters of perspiration in a day, 
evaporative heat loss has special implications for clothing selection. 
In order to prevent radiation and conduction, some clothing articles must be capable of 
providing the wearer with “insulation,” a thermal barrier of trapped dead air space that conducts 
heat away from the body as slowly as possible. Because the body, and sometimes the sky(!), are 
continuously exposing insulating clothing to moisture, it is a valuable asset for clothing to 
insulate even when it is wet. 
A second fundamental principle is to select clothing that keeps the wearer dry. Lots of zippers, 
buttons and velcro tabs are valuable to allow ventilation during vigorous exercise. Inner layers 
should be of materials that “wick” moisture away from the skin. Middle insulating layers should 
“breathe” easily. Protective layers of outer clothing should repel precipitation so that it does not 
soak through to the inner layers. These must also stop the wind to protect the wearer from 





Finally, all layers of clothing should dry rapidly, preferably from body heat alone. Some 
practicalities enter into clothing selection as well. Clothes should allow complete 
freedom of movement and not hinder blood circulation. Inner garments should be easy to 
clean. Outer garments should have large pockets, conveniently located that can be securely 
fastened. Clothing should be dependable and versatile, with no extra decorations or attachments 
that could tear or break. Reinforcements in high wear areas such as knees, elbows and seat are a 
plus. Each item should fit into a “layering” system and have multiple uses. And of course, 
clothing should be lightweight and compressible to minimize space occupied in a pack. 
Tip: 
Have a discussion on planning out gear needed for trips.  Ask participants items they consider 
necessary for backcountry travel and how the guides chose what to bring (to have them start 
thinking of pre-trip process). Explain the process of packing out the trip the group is on and why 
gear was chosen.  Ask participants what they packed and why.  Facilitate a discussion on the 
packing process and potential risks/solutions if something is forgotten or breaks.  
Lesson 1- The Polar Explorer 
Goals: Participants understand the importance of each layer for safety and comfort purposes. 
Objectives: Youth can identify which layers are suitable for specific situations.  Participants will 
understand the importance of layering and be able to identify the function of each piece.     
Materials: All the Layers you have with you! 
Time Considerations: Approximately 15-30 minutes 
Directions:  At the beginning of the activity, come in dressed for a winter whiteout above 
Timberline or in as many layers as you can gather! Take off each item of clothing one at a time 
and talk about its advantages (and possibly disadvantages). Discuss the fabric it is made from 
and why, the design, and its functions. Then pass that item around the class, and invite students 
to try it on. How far you strip is up to you, of course. 
3) For the outer layers, explain the basic types of nylon: taffeta, lycra, ripstop, 
and cordura. Discuss its tight weave and wind resistance, as well as its inability 





advantages and disadvantages. Discuss the difference between water resistant 
and waterproof. 
4) For the middle layers, compare the basic types of insulation used in outdoor 
clothing: Down, Celanes Corporation’s Polarguard, Dupont’s Holofil and 
Qualofil, and 3M’s Thinsulate. It’s best if you can have at least two different 
parkas so the students can feel the differences between them for themselves. 
5) For the inner layers, compare wool, polypropylene, Capilene, and Thermax. 
Describe advantages and disadvantages of each. Emphasize the structure, the 
feel, the look, and even the smell of the material, so that students can learn to 
recognize them for themselves. This is also a good place to discuss cotton, and 
why it is not a prominent component of outdoor clothing (i.e., it actually absorbs 
water into the individual fibers, causing the fabric to stay wet for a long time). 




Facilitate discussions about gear choice in the mornings and before starting activities.  Ask youth 
to explain why they chose their layers. Ask open ended questions about what type of layers you 
think you would need given the weather and conditions. 
Summative 
Ask students to list and describe each clothing layer and its function.  Have them explain 
situations they would use gear in and why. Quiz participants on how to layer for cold, rain, or 
warm weather and why. (Tip they should know to always carry a rain jacket even if it is sunny). 
If participants can name the function and best use of layers in rain, heat, or cold and can discuss 
with the guide why layering and appropriate gear use is important (safety, comfort, efficiency, 






Skill 5- Cooking and Nutrition 
Guide Resources 
Perhaps the most important issue in wilderness rations planning is to provide enough energy to 
accomplish the goals of the trip. In general, daily energy needs for campers range from 2,800 to 
4,000 calories in summer, and from 3,800 to 6,000 in winter. However, as the authors Simer and 
Sullivan (1983) pointed out, no one wants to get 3,500 calories by gagging down a one-pound 
block of butter and a half pound of cheese. Fortunately, the variety we want is often the variety 
we need. Calories for energy are contained in three types of foods: Carbohydrates, fats and 
proteins. Carbohydrates are the simplest foods and the most easily accessible form of energy. 
Pure carbohydrates provide four calories per gram (Lappe, 1975). The simplest carbohydrates are 
sugars. They become accessible to the body within a few minutes of eating. These make good 
trail foods! Examples include dried fruits, sweetened fruits, sugar, syrup, candy, jam, honey and 
fruit drinks. More complex carbohydrates, such as starches, take longer to digest but are still 
relatively quick energy foods. You might want to eat these at breakfast. They include breads and 
cereals, potatoes, corn, pasta, pudding and cocoa. Because they are easy to prepare and provide 
quick energy, carbohydrates are the primary food in the wilderness. This is even more important 
above 7000' in elevation because food is harder to digest up there, and water boils at a lower 
temperature, making cooking more difficult. 
Fats are also important because they supply nine calories per gram—a much larger amount of 
energy in a smaller amount of food. Fats provide essential “fatty acids” which help your skin stay 
healthy. They also carry the fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E, and K. However, fats are more complex 
than carbohydrates, so they require from several hours to overnight to digest. When fats are 
included with dinner, the wilderness traveler gets lasting energy for sleeping warmly and getting 
going in the morning. Fats are found in margarine, cooking oil and shortening, cheese, nuts and 
fatty meats. About 25% of an outdoor diet should be fats, with a little more in winter. 
Why couldn’t a hiker get by on carbohydrates and fats alone? The answer is that only protein 





hair, cartilage and tendons, muscles and parts of the bones. Protein also makes up hormones, 
enzymes, and hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying molecule of the blood. Blood proteins regulate 
pH level and water balance in the body, and new proteins are needed to fight infection. 
Protein is important! And protein reserves are drained from the body in only a few hours, so we 
need to eat it regularly. Proteins are made up of various combinations of 22 different amino 
acids. Eight of these can’t be made within the body and must come from food. Unfortunately, 
the body must receive each of these eight essential amino acids in the same meal in order to 
make the new proteins. And finally, we need different amounts of each of the eight essential 
amino acids in order to make new protein, so the protein foods we eat have to have the right 
proportions of amino acids. Our bodies have lots of requirements about this! 
The percentage of amino acids in a food that can actually be used as protein ranges from a low 
of about 40% to a high of 94%. At the top end of the range are eggs, milk, fish and cheese—all 
foods that can be eaten on a wilderness trip, if you include powdered milk and eggs. Meats are 
actually in the middle of the range, even though meat is often described as a “complete” 
protein. However, fresh meats spoil so quickly that they really can’t be used in wilderness rations 
in the summer. Sources of vegetable protein include seeds and nuts, legumes (beans), and 
grains. They have slightly lower usable protein percentages, but they travel better. 
The key, then, is to try to combine protein foods so that an amino acid shortage in one is 
complemented by a strength in another. For example, white bread and cheese would provide an 
average usable protein percentage of about 64% if they were eaten separately, but a cheese 
sandwich has a usable protein percentage of 76%. Some other successful combinations are 
beans and rice, peanuts and wheat flour, and macaroni and cheese. 
Credit: Wilderness and Land Ethic Curriculum 
Tips for Learning Success: 
Introduce the topic by asking youth what they know about outdoor cooking and what they think 
makes nutritious meals in the backcountry.  Ask participants if they have ever cooked while 





the trip- how it was measured, why we picked it, different ways it can be used.  In groups have 
youth plan their own meals for a backpacking trip, what the ingredients would be, and how 
much food they think they would need to get them thinking about rationing and the process of 
outdoor cooking.  Have participants take turns assisting the guides in cooking a meal and 
explain the steps of preparation to youth. 
Lesson 1- Group Gorp 
Goal: Participants understand the value of good nutrition in the backcountry. 
Objectives: Participants will learn the components and importance of healthy foods in the 
backcountry.  Students will understand rationing different items to compose a healthy nutritious 
snack by assembling gorp and understanding the nutritional value of each piece.  
Materials: Provide students with the following background information. Gorp Ingredients: Nuts 
of choice (almonds, peanuts, cashews, pecans, etc.), dried fruits of choice (raisins, dates, apricots, 
coconut, etc), seeds of choice (sunflower, sesame, pumpkin, etc.) 
M & M’s or other chocolate or carob (optional), large mixing bowl, large spoon 
Wilderness food bags (12" x 16" x 4 mil. thick plastic bags) 
Time Considerations: 15-45 minutes 
Directions: GORP: “Good Old Raisins and Peanuts” 
1) Provide students with the following background information: 
Background: An explanation of the nutritional values of the various components 
of gorp is a good beginning. For wilderness travel, we need more calories than 
usual, mostly in the form of carbohydrates. Dried fruits are a great source of 
fructose, a more easily accessible form of simple carbohydrates than sucrose 
(sugar). Dried fruits also keep well and don’t weight much for the calorie value. 
We need about the same level of protein in backcountry travel that we require in 
town, perhaps a little more if we undergo considerable exercise or stress. Seeds are quite high in 
usable protein: 19-24%. Nuts are a little lower and provide a 
higher level of fat content. A pound of pecans provides almost the entire daily 





calories, largely in fat, which is digested much more slowly than carbohydrates, 
but lasts longer. 3000 calories is a lot for sitting in school, but it’s not too much 
for a day-long wilderness hike! 
2) Provide access to the containers of ingredients. Let students smell the items 
that interest them, and taste tests are a great idea if individual serving utensils can 
be provided. Do not let students use their hands to get samples! Mix ingredients 
approximately as follows, with student recommendations: 
Nuts: 50%; Seeds: 10%; Dried fruit: 30%; Chocolate/candy: 10%. 
3) Distribute individual servings of gorp to eat. 
Apply: When cooking for the groups ask participants to identify different ingredients and guess 
how much of each was rationed out. 
Lesson 2- Stove Operation 
Goal: Participants understand the steps to getting a stove ready and safely operating it. 
Objectives: Participants will be able to light a backpacking stove and be ready to cook.  Youth 
will understand safety considerations.   
Materials: Backpack stoves (one per three to five students is ideal, but can be done with even 
one stove), stove operating instructions, fuel bottle with fuel, matches and/or lighters, stove 
storage container (or stuff sack), Stove repair kit 
Time Considerations: 45 minutes 
Directions: 1. Ask students why knowledge and use of lightweight backpack stoves is an 
important wilderness skill. Stoves should be the primary means of cooking in 
wilderness. Fires should be used only when essential for baking or some other 
specialized activity, and only in areas with plentiful small, dead and down 
firewood. If there is any doubt about the impact a campfire might create, a stove 
should be used. 





most dangerous activity on a wilderness trip (next to driving to the trailhead!) As 
long as a few safety precautions are observed, however, there should be no 
accidents. A level, stable location should be selected for the stove, protected 
from wind and well away from other sources of flames. Stoves should never be 
used in tents except as a last resort on extreme winter trips. If a stove should flare 
up out of control, turning the stove off is the first step, if it is possible. Then a 
billy can or something similar can be placed over it to smother the flames. Water 
should never be used to extinguish the flames, as the fuel will simply float on the 
water and continue burning. 
3. The next step is filling the stove with fuel. This should be done at least 25 
feet away from the cook site, and away from any other source of flames. Caps for 
the fuel bottle and stove fuel tank merit attention. Be careful not to lose the 
washer off the fuel bottle cap or cross-thread it when closing it. The cap for the 
stove fuel tank should be regarded as a precision tool. If it is damaged the stove 
becomes useless. Follow the manufacturer’s directions on how much to fill the 
stove. Often it should only be filled about three quarters full to permit vaporiza- 
tion. 
4. Demonstrate and explain starting the stove following the manufacturer’s directions. Light the 
match before turning on the gas. Explain how the stoves you are using 
operate. Demonstrate the procedure for turning the stove off. Let the stove cool off 
before packing it. Release the gas pressure in the fuel tank and tighten the fuel tank 
cap securely. Make sure the on/off valve is in the “off” position. Pack the stove 
upright in the backpack, usually in a stuff sack or other container, below and well 
away from food items to prevent contamination. 
5. Divide the class into small groups, each with a stove and matches, and let 
each person practices lighting the stove with peer observation and feedback. 







Allow participants to take turns shadowing guides in meal preparation and planning.  Explain to 
youth the process and reasoning behind choices as they shadow.  
Summative 
Can youth plan out nutritious and adequately rationed meals (journaled or discussed) and can 
youth operate a stove safely? Can youth explain the components of a healthy backcountry meal 
and why it is so important? Have youth take turns helping the guide in cooking a meal and have 
them ignite the stove (if the situation is deemed safe by the guide). 
If youth can ignite a stove, help the guides prepare a meal, shows you their journal of a two day 
meal plan for a backcountry trip, and can name three components of a nutritious backcountry 






Skill 6- Leave No Trace 
 
Guide Resource 
The Leave No Trace Center for Outdoor Ethics is a national non-profit organization that aims to 
promote awareness about the importance of the minimal impact skills. The 7 Principles are as 
follows: 
1. Plan Ahead and Prepare 
● Know the regulations and special concerns for the area you'll visit. 
● Prepare for extreme weather, hazards, and emergencies. 
● Schedule your trip to avoid times of high use. 
● Visit in small groups. Split larger parties into groups of 4-6. 
● Repackage food to minimize waste. 
● Use a map and compass to eliminate the use of marking paint, rock cairns or flagging 
2. Travel and Camp on Durable Surfaces 
● Durable surfaces include established trails and campsites, rock, gravel, dry grasses or 
snow. 
● Protect riparian areas by camping at least 200 feet from lakes and streams. 
● Good campsites are found, not made. Altering a site is not necessary. 
● In popular areas: 
○ Concentrate use on existing trails and campsites. 
○ Walk single file in the middle of the trail, even when wet or muddy. 
○ Keep campsites small. Focus activity in areas where vegetation is absent. 
● In pristine areas: 
○  Disperse use to prevent the creation of campsites and trails. 
○  Avoid places where impacts are just beginning. 
3. Dispose of Waste Properly 
● Pack it in, pack it out. Inspect your campsite and rest areas for trash or spilled foods.  
● Deposit solid human waste in catholes dug six to eight inches deep at least 200 feet 





● Pack out toilet paper and hygiene products. 
● To wash yourself or your dishes, carry water 200 feet away from streams or lakes and 
● Use small amounts of biodegradable soap. Scatter strained dishwater. 
4. Leave What You Find 
● Preserve the past: examine, but do not touch, cultural historic structures and artifacts. 
● Leave rocks, plants and other natural objects as you find them. 
● Avoid introducing or transporting non-native species 
● Do not build structures, furniture, or dig trenches. 
5. Minimize Campfire Impacts 
● Campfires can cause lasting impacts to the backcountry. Use a lightweight stove for 
cooking and enjoy a candle lantern for light. 
● Where fires are permitted, use established fire rings, fire pans, or mound fires. 
● Keep fires small. Only use sticks from the ground that can be broken by hand. 
● Burn all wood and coals to ash, put out campfires completely, then scatter cool ashes. 
6. Respect Wildlife 
● Observe wildlife from a distance. Do not follow or approach them. 
● Never feed animals. Feeding wildlife damages their health, alters natural behaviors, 
● and exposes them to predators and other dangers. 
● Protect wildlife and your food by storing rations and trash securely. 
● Control pets at all times, or leave them at home. 
● Avoid wildlife during sensitive times: mating, nesting, raising young, or winter. 
7. Be Considerate of Other Visitors 
● Respect other visitors and protect the quality of their experience. 
● Be courteous. Yield to other users on the trail. 
● Step to the downhill side of the trail when encountering pack stock. 
● Take breaks and camp away from trails and other visitors. 
● Let nature's sounds prevail. Avoid loud voices and noises. 





Tips for learning  
When initially introducing LNT concepts ask youth: 
what they already know, why they think it is important, how they are used/how they are not 
used 
Can be journaled about or discussed in small groups, the whole group, or with partners 
Lesson 1- LNT Trivia 
Goal: Get youth to remember each principle and the ways to utilize them. 
Objectives: Participants will identify the examples of each principle 
Materials: None 
Time Considerations: Can last up to approximately 45 minutes depending on group sizes 
Directions: Divide up participants in groups of 2, 3, or 4.  Introduce 7 LNT Principles and ask 
participants how they think each can be adhered to while in the outdoors.  Read off examples of 
principles being used, give participants 30 seconds to 1 minute to think about which principle, 
go around and have each group guess. If answered correctly the group gets a point. The group 
at the end with the most points wins. 
Apply: When these examples of LNT principles are used in camp or while working, ask youth 
what principle you are adhering to. 
Lesson 2- LNT Skits 
Goal: Have youth demonstrate their understanding of a specific concept in a creative way. Youth 
learn from each other's skits. 
Objective: Participants will creatively act out a principle to the group showing an understanding 
of the principle and mechanism to adhere to the principle.  





Time Considerations: 20-60 minutes 
Directions; Split the team into groups of 4 or 5 and give them a principle.  Have the group act 
out the principle for the other participants and guides.  The “audience” has to guess which 
principle their skit is demonstrating.  Once all the groups have gone the guides can assign new 
principles to the groups. 
Lesson 3- Camp OHNO! 
Goal: Teach participants Leave No Trace principles by showing them a first-hand example of a 
high-impact campsite. This works well for stationed events where participants rotate through 
various educational stations.  
Objective: Participants will be able to list at least four of the seven principles and one way to 
follow each of them.  
Materials: Tent; litter; fake rocks and fire; washing tub, dishes and fake dish soap; blue towel to 
represent water (if not by actual water); fake flowers; fake axe; Inspiration Point sign (written on); 
boom box; food scraps; LNT principle signs  
Time Considerations: Can be adjusted for station lengths from 15 to 30 minutes  
Directions: Have Camp Ohno set up before participants arrive. The list below matches the high 
impacts with corresponding LNT principles and the information in parenthesis is what should be 
done. When participants arrive, have the music playing loudly. Turn it off and welcome them to 
Camp Ohno, tell them to have a look around for a few minutes and try to spot what you’ve done 
wrong, then you’ll come back together and discuss it.  
1. Know Before You Go - don’t put rain fly on the tent (it could rain, bring just in case) 2. Choose 
the Right Path - tent set up too close to water (should be 200 ft away) 3. Trash Your Trash - litter 
(put in trash can), washing tub in creek/lake (should be 200 ft away) 4. Leave What You Find - 
picked flower (can’t pollinate and make more if not there) 5. Be Careful With Fire - if there is a 
fire ring already set up your fake fire elsewhere (use existing fire ring), litter in fire (can be 





wood) 6. Respect Wildlife - food scraps on ground (don’t feed wildlife, it damages their health, 
alters natural behaviors, exposes them to predators and other dangers ) 7. Be Kind to Others 
Visitors - playing music loud (low volume, headphones or leave at home) 
Apply: Discuss times you saw LNT not being followed and how they could have been followed. 
Facilitate a discussion asking youth what they believe the importance of following these 
principles are. 
Credit: http://www.people.vcu.edu/~albest/Training/LNT_Quick.pd  
Lesson 4- Fire Impacts Quiz 
Goal: Teach students the impact of fires and students engage with the importance of the LNT 
principle-minimize campfire impact.  
Objective: Participants will be able to list five important considerations for an LNT fire.  
Materials: List of questions, scraps of paper, writing utensils  
Time Considerations: 15 minutes  
Directions: Break participants up into groups. Each group should designate a runner. Read a 
question about campfires. The groups need to decide the correct answer, write it down and have 
the runner place it in the designated spot - make sure this spot is the same distance from all of 
the groups. The first group with the correct answer gets three points, the second - two and the 
third - one. At the end the group with the most points wins. Adaptations: If you’re lacking paper 
and writing utensils, you can simply quiz participants. 
Campfire Impact Quiz  
1. The best surface to place a fire pan is on: a. Rocks b. Sand c. Inorganic Soils d. Any of the 





2. A campfire can be constructed: a. When wind and weather are a problem b. Against a large 
rock c. Above tree line d. None of the above (rocks will be blackened and weather-sensitive 
environments should always be considered)  
3. Which of the following should you not have ready before starting a fire? a. Trowel or shovel b. 
Water c. Supply of dry wood broken in proper lengths (wood should not be broken into smaller 
pieces until fed into the fire so that any remaining pieces can be returned to the forest floor, the 
way they were found) d. Wood gathered from a wide area  
4. Which of the following will have the most impact on wildlife? a. Burning food or trash 
(burning food can attract animals) b. Using existing fire ring c. Using downed, dry wood d. 
Singing around the campfire  
5. Which campfire has the most impact? Least? a. Mound fire b. Fire pan c. Candle (least) d. 
Existing fire ring (most)  
6. For a fire pan, the sides of the pan need to be: a. Slopping outward b. At least 3” high (at least 
3” high to contain the fire properly) c. Sloping inward d. None of the above  
7. To build a mound fire, which is not needed? a. Rocks (rocks are not necessary) b. Trowel c. 
Mineral soil and sand d. Ground cloth or plastic bag  
8. Mineral soil is: a. Rich in organic material b. Full of minerals c. Sand or dirt which contains little 
or no organic matter (either obtained from under the roots of a large, fallen tree or from a 
streambed) d. Easily damaged by heat  
9. To properly build a fire on sand or gravel, you must: a. Scoop out a shallow pit and line it with 
sand or gravel b. Leave the charcoal for the next flood to wash away c. Situate your fire well 
below the water line d. Both a and c (never leave any remains to be washed away)  
10. Which of the following is the best source of firewood? a. Small pieces of dead and downed 
wood (only dead and downed wood should be used) b. Standing dead tree c. Branches broken 





Credit: Nevada Outdoor School http://www.people.vcu.edu/~albest/Training/LNT_Quick.pdf 
Assessment 
Formative:  
Are participants adhering to the LNT Principles at the worksites and throughout the day? Check 
in with participants and ask which LNT skill you are utilizing as they come up during the day. Ask 
participants to explain to you how principles are being used and why continuously. 
Summative: 
At the end of the session, can participants name the seven principles and give examples of using 
them?  Can youth name the importance of the principles? This can be done verbally or written in 
journals. 
If participants can name the seven principles, can give two examples of how the group adheres 






Extra Activities and Readings 
Essence  
One person chooses another in the group to describe (without telling anyone else who it is). The 
rest of the group asks questions to try to determine who they are thinking of. These are 
questions like: If this person was a state, which state would they be? If this person was a 
condiment, what would they be? If this person was a tree, what kind would they be? etc. Once 
everyone in the group has asked one “essence” question, you all try to guess who it is!  
Detective  
This is a fun game to begin as staff at the beginning of the season and let others catch on! You 
tell the group that “something has happened” and they must ask only YES or NO questions to 
determine Who / What / When / Where / Why? To keep them from catching on, discuss off to 
the side which “scenario” you’ll be using. The trick is, you answer YES if the end of the last word 
in the questions ends in a vowel, and NO if it ends in a consonant. This can get very specific, 
confusing, and hilarious! Ex. Was someone murdered? NO / Did someone die? YES  
Green Glass Door  
This game is more of a riddle and is good to play on a hike or when in need of engagement if 
the group is low-energy. What can I take through the Green Glass Door? Staff begin this game 
by stating things like I can take the moon, but I can’t take the stars. I can take a tree, but I can’t 
take its leaves. The trick is that you can “take” anything with a double vowel in the word.  
Contact  
One person thinks of a Person, Place, or Thing and tells the group the first letter of that secret 
word. Ex. I’m thinking of a Thing that starts with G. The rest of the group then works together, 
trying to give clues to their teammates to get them thinking of the same thing they are (but not 
necessarily guessing the secret word). Ex. Is it a game played on a green? If a teammate believes 





the one thinking the same count down “3-2-1… GOLF!”. If the person thinking of the secret word 
does not guess “golf” before the other two can say it in unison, the group gets the next letter in 
the secret word. (Ex. Okay, G-I-…) If that person says “No, it’s not golf” in time, they do not have 
to give up a letter. The game continues until the secret word is guessed or is spelled out.  
Camo  
One person has the "Camouflage", this is kind of like being "it". This person calls out "CAMO!" so 
everyone can hear it. Once it is called they close their eyes, and count to ten. From this point on 
they cannot move their feet. Everyone else scatters and has 10 seconds to hide. The ideal hiding 
place is one where they can see the person with the Camo, but can’t be seen. Once the one who 
is "it" has finished counting, they stay in place and (using their hands) hold up a number for 
several seconds. During this time they may twist, bend, or get on tip-toes, but not move their 
feet, and call out people (by name!) who they can see and their hiding spots. Ex. Johnny under 
the huckleberry bush! After they can no longer see hiders, the one who is "it" calls the others out 
of hiding. Everyone who was not discovered must show “it” the correct number or else become 
“it” themselves!  
Positive Feedback  
One student is chosen as “it”, and leaves the group (no eavesdropping!) The other students 
choose a random action that they want the student to perform (ex. take off Johnny’s hat and put 
it on backwards, make tea for Ashley, do a somersault, etc). When the student returns, the rest of 
the group gives them no direction other than clapping, hollering, yay-ing (etc) when they begin 
to do a part of that action. If they are not close, the group remains silent. Increase the 
excitement as they get closer and closer to completing the action! It seems impossible at first, 
but they catch on quick! * To make this game into a discussion, first play the game with only 
NEGATIVE feedback (boo-ing, heckling, saying “No” when they are not close to the action) and 
remaining silent as they get closer to doing it. Discuss the differences with the group - did one 
way take longer? How did the person feel as “it” in both situations? How engaged was the group 





Where’s My Chicken?  
This game functions like “Red Light, Green Light”. One person stands at one end of an open field 
(the farmer), with the rest of the group at the other. The goal is for the students to steal the 
chicken (or empty water bottle, or other object) from the farmer, which lays closely behind the 
farmer’s heels to start. The farmer turns their back and shouts “Wheeerrree’s Myyyyy 
Chickennnn?” for several seconds. ONLY when the farmer’s back is turned can the others move 
closer. Once the farmer turns around, the group must remain frozen until the farmer’s back is 
turned again. Any student seen moving by the farmer is sent back to the starting line. This 
continues until the chicken is stolen - it is then up to the group to get the chicken back to the 
starting line without the farmer seeing it. The group can work together, huddle around the 
chicken, position themselves to look like they have it, etc. The farmer must call-out WHO is 
holding the chicken in order to have it dropped (they get one guess per freeze!) They continue 
turning their back and shouting while students move, calling out anyone that isn’t frozen on the 
way back to the starting line.  
Scream Game 
This game is super simple, super quick, and a great way to release energy and boost morale. 
Have every student line up and then one student stands at the end of a field. Tell them to take 
the deepest breath they can, and on “Go” have them sprint across the field, screaming as long as 
they can. Each student has to stop running when they run out of breath. See who makes it the 
farthest (and who’s scream turns to giggling)!  
Zoogle 
Zoogle is played with keen hand-eye coordination and can be used to highlight integrity. The 
object of the game is to (reasonably) toss a stick to an opponent, who must catch the stick by 
the handle. The stick is ideally of the length of your forearm or longer, and the “handle” can be 
designated by sharpie or carving (the handle should be slightly larger than a fist-worth on the 
bottom of the stick). If your opponent misses the stick, or it touches any part of them without 





on one leg, etc. The catch is that each player decides for themselves whether their toss was 
catchable, or their catch below the handle-line, etc. No one else can call this for them. This is a 
great opportunity to reflect on integrity and group dynamics. The game continues until one final 
player remains and is able to catch their last toss/toss a reasonable throw which gets their final 
opponent out.  
Big Booty  
Everyone in the circle is given a number, with one person as the leader dubbed “Big Booty”. This 
leader starts out making a step/clap rhythm, and says “Big Booty Big Booty Big Booty, yeaaaah, 
Big Booty” then calls to someone else in the circle. For instance, “Big Booty, Number Four”. 
Number Four then responds with “Number 4, Number __(2)__” etc. The call is passed between 
the circle until someone messes up, misses their number, or takes too long for the beat. This 
person is sent to the end, and everyone’s number shifts up one. The goal is to make Big Booty 
mess up, so that they go to the end, and you can become Big Booty. *A BIG BOOTY DANCE to 
the rhythm makes it even more fun!  
Everybody’s It  
This is a basic tag game where everyone is “it” being chased and chasing at at the same time. 
The basic rules are: stay within the boundaries, NO running (can be made into a slow-motion 
game), tagging must be appropriate. When you have been tagged, you must freeze. When the 
person that tagged you has been tagged themselves, you unfreeze.  
Count Down 
 This is a simple counting game where students are asked to number off (from 1 upwards). It 
begins when someone calls out “one” - another calls out “two” and so on. The object is to get to 
the end (with each student saying one number) without anybody calling out the same number at 
the same time. If this happens, start over at one. This can also be used as a mindfulness opening 
to morning or truth circles, with each student calling out a number as they are ready to begin 





Choose a Side  
Have the group stand together. One person leads and gives two options (ex. if you like 
mountains stand on my right, if you life beaches go on my left) and everyone has to pick what 
they like best.  
Rock-Paper-Scissors Train (Hype-Man Battle)  
Everyone finds a partner and plays Rock-Paper-Scissors. The loser of each partner group stands 
behind their partner, puts their hands on their partners shoulders, and becomes their cheering 
train. Again the engine of the train plays another 2-person train to play rock-paper-scissors. The 
losing train joins the winning train and finds another train to compete with. The train should be 
chanting their engine’s name and cheering them on. Eventually there will be just 2 trains that will 
battle for victory!  
Spider Web  
The group forms a circle. One person has a roll of cordage and chooses someone to throw the 
roll to. They then tell why they enjoy this person (this can also be altered based on the group). 
This person then tosses the roll to another person and does the same. This continues until 
everyone in the group has caught the roll. The web formed between all of the members 
illustrates the individuality of the group and the ties that bind them into a group. Try to 
encourage students to throw the roll to someone they don’t usually talk to as much.  
Human Knots  
Players stand in a circle and place their hands into the center of the circle. They join hands with 
two different people, neither of whom are standing next to them. A human knot is born! The 
goals is to untie the knot without letting go of hands. Be sure to be respectful of your neighbors! 
What you do may not be the best for them, so check it out before you work it out.  





Try this one in pairs first, then groups of three, then fours and work up to the entire group. Sit 
on the ground, back-to-back, knees bent and elbows locked. Try to stand up without falling 
down. For the large group, sit as tightly packed as possible and work in unison!  
Trust Walk  
This is a high trust activity. The players form a line and hold hands. Everyone in the group closes 
his/her eyes except for the first and last person in line. It is the job of these people to keep the 
entire group “safe” while on the walk. The leader takes the group on a walk and the leader’s 
instruction must be passed down the line. The last person assists the leader by calling out 
feedback as to what is happening at the end of the line. This activity can be done in groups of 2 
where one person acts as the leader and the other the follower with his/her eyes closed. After a 
time, they two people switch roles. This can be a powerful activity for a group learning about 
leading and following roles in a group. Just because a person is a follower does not mean they 
are passive and “blindly” follows all of the leader’s instructions. Rather, followers have the duty 
to take care of themselves and those around them. This point is illustrated by the 
communication of the person’s needs (I need to slow down... We are in a rough spot, please 
stop... There is a rock right here, step over it and you are clear... There is a tree to your right, so 
stay on the “feel” for roots, etc.).  
Group Juggle  
Have the group form a circle. A ball (or soft object) is tossed across the circle from student to 
student until everyone has thrown and caught the ball. Once this sequence has been 
established, ask the group to repeat it as quickly as they can without dropping the ball. 
Additional balls can be added before or after establishing the initial round. This can also be used 
as a name game.  
Tarp Flip  
The group is asked to fit everyone on a tarp (one just large enough to fit less than twice the size 





of the tarp without stepping off of it. This can also be done without touching the tarp with their 
hands, depending on the challenge. 
Sock Ninja  
Pair the group off. 1 person is blindfolded and is the “Fighter” the other is the teams “Eyes”. The 
“Eyes” must get his partner to pick up bundled socks and throw them at another teams Fighter 
while also directing him to dodge possible opponent attacks.  
Emotional Chores  
Out of the group, two people select themselves as the players. These two leave the room or the 
immediate vicinity of the group. The group then selects three chores for the two “performers” to 
act out. But they also come up with a list of three emotions. The performers are called back to 
the group and told they will be acting out some different household chores before the group. 
Have one person call out one of the chores and allow the two to begin acting out the chore. 
After a couple of moments, have another person call out one of the emotions. Watch with great 
hilarity as the two performers act out common chores with a twist. Examples of chores: 
dishwashing, dog poop scooping, taking out the trash, painting a wall, scrubbing the toilet, etc. 
Types of emotions you can match with these chores are: sadness, anger, guilt, melancholy, 
apathy, love, distain, excitement, disgust, etc.  
Giants, Wizards, and Elves 
 In this game, Giants beat Elves, the Elves beat the Wizards, and the Wizards beat the Giants. 
Two equal lines of players turn away from one another to decide which creature their group will 
be. They turn to face the other line. The group says, “Giants, Wizards, and Elves” and then show 
which they are. Giants are standing on tiptoe with arms up, elves are crouched down, and 
wizards have hands out, wriggling their fingers. The group that is the winner has to chase the 
other group and tag them before they cross a designated line. If they succeed, the person that 
was tagged joins the other group.  





The detective leaves the room. The group gets in a circle and picks a leader. The leader makes a 
rhythm with their hands and body and everyone in the room imitates the leader. When the 
detective comes back in, it is their job to figure out who the leader is. The leader should change 
the rhythm every now and then to help the detective out.  
Look Up, Stare Down (Bear Game)  
Have the group stand in a circle. Everyone looks down. Tell everyone to look up at the same 
time, and stare at another person in the group. If the person you are staring at is also looking at 
you, you both yell as loud as you can and jump out of the circle. See who is left after a few 
rounds. (The noise also scares the bears away - but be careful with this energy before bed!)  






On the Bitterroot by Glen Enloe 
It had been some thirty years, 
Back when I was young and free— 
Before I lost all those fears 
And left to see what I could see. 
 
But time can make you humble 
As you turn into a coot— 
And come back where you stumble 
Along that windin’ Bitterroot. 
 
Our house’s like a tumbleweed 
That the night wind somehow saves— 
Frail and old and gone to seed, 
Near all the family’s graves. 
 
So I’ve followed this river 
That they named the Bitterroot— 
Once taker, now a giver 
And an old bitter man to boot. 
 
I’ve come back to find those dreams 
That cowboys often now lose— 
Along rivers, lakes and streams 
And in saloons and cards and booze. 
 
But seems some feller once said 
That you can’t go home again— 





And they ship you where you begin. 
 
So now I’m headin’ on out 
And I may go on a toot— 
But now I know what life’s about 
Back there on the Bitterroot.  
 
The Journey by Mary Oliver 
 
I thought the earth remembered me, 
she took me back so tenderly, 
arranging her dark skirts, her pockets 
full of lichens and seeds. 
I slept as never before, a stone on the river bed, 
nothing between me and the white fire of the stars 
but my thoughts, and they floated light as moths 
among the branches of the perfect trees. 
All night I heard the small kingdoms 
breathing around me, the insects, 
and the birds who do their work in the darkness. 
All night I rose and fell, as if in water, 
grappling with a luminous doom. By morning 
I had vanished at least a dozen times 
into something better. 
Those who contemplate the beauty of the earth find reserves of 
strength that will endure as long as life lasts. 
There is symbolic as well as actual beauty in the migration of the 
birds, the ebb and flow of the tides, the folded bud ready for the 
spring. 





nature - the assurance that dawn comes after night, and spring 
after the winter. 
—Rachel Carson 
Chief Seattle's Teachings 
How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land? The idea is strange to us. If we do not 
own the freshness of the air and the sparkle of the water, how can you buy them? Every part of 
the Earth is sacred to my people. Every shining pine needle, every sandy shore, every mist in the 
dark woods, every clear and humming insect is holy in the memory and experience of my 
people.The perfumed flowers are our sisters, the deer, the horse, the great eagle, these are our 
brothers. The rocky crests, the juices in the meadows, the body heat of the pony, and the man, 
all belong to the same family. 
This we know, the earth does not belong to man; man belongs to earth. This we know. All things 
are connected like the blood which unites one family. So hold in your mind the memory on the 




What is Wilderness?  
Rod Nash, wilderness historian, tells us that wilderness is a difficult word to define. While the 
word is a noun, it acts like an adjective. There is no specific material object that is “wilderness.” 
There is no universal definition of wilderness. He believes that wilderness is so heavily weighed 
with meaning of personal, symbolic, and changing kind that it is difficult to define. 
In early Teutonic and Norse languages, from which the English word developed , the root 
word, “will” meant “self-willed, willful, or uncontrollable.” From “Willed” came the adjective 
“wild” used to convey the idea of “being lost, unruly, disordered or confused.” Applied 
initially to human conduct, the term was extended to wildlife or wild animals as “being out of 





cultivation.” The idea of a habitat of wild beasts implied the absence of men, and wilderness was 
conceived as a region where a person was likely to get into a “disordered, confused, or ‘wild’ 
condition.” Even in today’s dictionaries, wilderness is defined as uncultivated and otherwise 
undeveloped land. The absence of men and the absence of wild animals is a common, modern-
day perception. The word also designated other non-human environments, such as the sea and, 
more recently, outer space. The usual dictionary meaning of wilderness implies “hostility on 
man’s part,” but the term has also developed positive meanings. On one hand wilderness is 
“inhospi-table, alien, mysterious, and threatening.” On the other, “beautiful, friendly, and capable 
of elevating and delighting us.” 
Today some define wilderness as a sanctuary in which those in need of consolation can find 
respite from the pressures of civilization. Bob Marshall, champion for Wilderness, demanded an 
area so large that “it could not be traversed without mechanical means in a single day.” Aldo 
Leopold, Wilderness visionary, set his standard as an area’s ability to “absorb a two weeks’ pack 
trip.” A century-old movement to protect wild country reached its peak moments in time with 
the creation of a National Wilderness Preservation System, passed into law by Congress as the 
Wilderness Act of 1964. According to its authors, the Wilderness Act defined wilderness, “in 
contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby 
recognized as an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, 
where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.” The act went on to require that a wilder-
ness retain “its primeval character and influence” and that it be protected and managed in such 
a way that it “appears to have been affected primarily by the force of nature.” Some Native 
American cultures do not have a word for wilderness or protect land as officially designated 
Wilderness. They believe all land should be respected and all land is used only for survival, 
whether it be physical, spiritual or mental. If asked, we all have a different and unique definition 
for what wilderness means to us. 








Adams, J. D. (2013). Theorizing a Sense of Place in a Transnational Community. Children,  
Youth and Environments, 23(3), 43. 
Arthur Carhart National Wilderness Training Center. (1993). The wilderness & land ethic  
curriculum: kindergarten through 8th grade (2nd ed.). Huson, MT. 
Bitterroot Ecological Awareness Resources. (n.d.). Retrieved from  
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1uLhjwW-G5GDA0Ye9DRrah-
m5azvFU1LUQyXWwUJpOcA/edit 
Cockrell, D. (1991). The Wilderness Educator ICS Books. Merrillville, IN. 
Cross, J. E. (2001). What is Sense of Place? Department of Sociology: Colorado State 
University. 
Inner Roads. (n.d.). Resource Manual. Retrieved from file:///C:/Users/Ed  
Cook/Downloads/Resource Manual.pdf 
Kudryavtsev A, Richard C. Stedman & Marianne E. Krasny (2012) Sense of place in  
environmental education, Environmental Education Research, 18:2, 229-250, DOI: 
10.1080/13504622.2011.609615 
Leave No Trace. http://www.lnt.org/ 
Local Unit Activities. (n.d.). Retrieved April 25, 2020, from  
https://www.scouting.org/programs/scouts-bsa/youth/activities/ 
Montana Conservation Corps. (n.d.). Retrieved March 13, 2020, from https://mtcorps.org/ 
Quick Leave No Trace Activities . (n.d.). Retrieved April 15, 2020, from  
http://nevadaoutdoorschool.org/ 











Internship and Advocacy Plan for Inner 
Roads 
Background  
In April- August of 2020 I was the Logistics Coordinator for Inner Roads and helped work 
on their goal of attaining Medicaid coverage. As addressed in the introduction, Inner Roads is a 
Missoula-based nonprofit whose mission is “to provide disadvantaged youth with affordable 
outdoor therapeutic experiences that accelerate growth, healing, and empowerment.” To live 
this mission, Inner Roads has been working on achieving Medicaid funding for programming for 
which I had the opportunity to help with. In conjunction with NPAD 405 Advocacy and Public 
Policy, through the nonprofit administration program which I completed in Spring 2020, I 
created the attached advocacy plan for the organization.  
As the Logistics Coordinator my tasks were serving as the emergency contact, pre- and 
post-trip planning, gear maintenance, field resupplies, fitting participants with gear, and 
transporting youth to and from the field. While I have worked in the outdoors and with youth 
programs for many years, this was the first wilderness therapy position I have ever held. 
Furthermore, this was the first administrative role I have held making the job an ideal 
opportunity for me to utilize my experience from years as a field guide and graduate coursework 
in EVST to grow my professional skills in the outdoor industry. This position was the perfect 
opportunity for me to experience the ins and outs of operating a local nonprofit as well as gain 





Combined with my position as the Logistics Coordinator, working on the Medicaid 
expansion afforded me a tangible piece of work that was utilized by the organization.  The 
advocacy plan was submitted to Inner Roads in May 2020. While the fundraiser outlined in the 
plan was not completed due to COVID-19, the plan was used by Inner Roads and House 
Representative Connie Keogh as a resource to help bring House Bill 216 to Montana State 
Legislature in January of 2021. House Bill 216 would expand Medicaid coverage to include 
wilderness therapy and awaits a decision.  
 My work with Inner Roads, both in the field as the Logistics Coordinator and creating this 
advocacy plan, was the ideal opportunity to experientially learn the skills in nonprofit 
management, working with at-risk youth, community outreach, and public policy that I pursued 
graduate school to acquire. Moreover, due to the mission of the organization to serve 
underprivileged youth through wilderness therapy, the position and project directly fits my 
personal goal through grad school of creating equal opportunity in wilderness engagement for 
teens. I am immensely grateful I had the opportunity to create this plan (which was actually 
utilized), learn the clinical aspects of therapy in nature, and experience the administrative duties 
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Inner Roads Mission 
“To provide disadvantaged youth with affordable outdoor therapeutic experiences that accelerate 
growth, healing, and empowerment.”  
History 
Inner Roads was founded in 2001 as an independent organization. From 2005 to 2017, it was 
operated by Youth Homes, a nonprofit organization providing services to children and families 
in Western Montana. 
In 2018, Inner Roads was established as an independent nonprofit entity, developed by the 
experienced former guides, therapists, and logistics coordinators, with a mission to promote 
wellness through experiential opportunities and connection with the outdoors. Enthusiastically 
supported by the community and volunteers, their aim is to provide quality, affordable, and 
effective intervention for Montana's at-risk teens and their families. 
Wilderness Therapy 
While many families benefit from common services such as weekly therapy sessions, many more 
require support and opportunities beyond the capacity of a single professional or office. As the 
nation seeks further options in therapy, outdoor programs are utilizing clinical studies to create 
evidence-based therapeutic approaches for teenagers in the backcountry wilderness. 
Unsurprisingly, studies have found that youth leave these multi-week expeditions with: 
● Increased self-esteem 
● Improved social & communication skills 
● Heightened empathy 






● Dedication to the environment and community 
● Decreased high school drop-out rates 
● A marked reduction in: depression, anxiety, addictive behaviors, criminal activity, & 
family dysfunction  
What is Unique About Inner Roads? 
Unfortunately, the vast majority of therapeutic wilderness programs in the country costs each 
family approximately $20,000-30,000. 
This is often due to the application of “for-profit” business models to mental health services, and 
clearly precludes many youth in the most dire situations from receiving some of the most 
effective help. 
Inner Roads is unwilling to accept that finances be the deciding factor between barely surviving 
and thriving as a family. As one of only two nonprofit therapeutic wilderness programs in the 
country aiming to include teens regardless of financial status, they intend to ensure that youth in 
poverty, many of whom experience the most extensive trauma, abuse, neglect, and mental 
health issues in our nation, are equally able to receive these essential services. Inner Roads offers 
two high school credits to program graduates to support continued academic success. 
Further, Inner Roads has found that the pristine wilderness areas of Montana are not only ideal 
for fostering healthy challenges and connection to the environment, but also provide essential 









Inner Roads is advocating to the state of Montana to obtain Medicaid coverage for wilderness 
programs.  This would allow Inner Roads to be treated the same as an inpatient or therapeutic 
treatment centers for insurance purposes. Medicaid coverage would make wilderness therapy 
programs much more affordable for families and aid in Inner Roads sustainability.  Because there 
are only 2 wilderness therapy programs that serve low-income youth nationally, advocating for 
Medicaid coverage has not been pushed by other organizations in the wilderness therapy 
industry. 
History 
The Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Council (OBHC) was created in the early 2000s to 
standardize the industry, conduct research, and set best practices for wilderness therapy in the 
United States.  Since then, programs have become accredited and proven effective and safe 
(Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Council, 2019).  In 2008 the Mental Health Parity and Addictions 
Equity Act required health insurance carriers to offer coverage for residential treatment facilities 
which several wilderness therapy programs fall under (Axis Insurance Revenue Growth, 2019).  
Large insurance companies have begun insuring wilderness therapy treatment following several 
lawsuits for lack of coverage beginning in 2014 (OBHC, 2019).  In 2016, the American Hospital 
Association’s recognized Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare (OBH) as a viable form of treatment, 
and the National Uniform Billing Committee established an insurance billing code for OBH. This 
update shows that OBH care has been recognized by both the general medical community and 
federal organizations as a valid treatment modality (OBHC, 2019).   
Even though steps have been made to standardize the industry, each wilderness therapy 
program is different, and every participant's case and needs are unique.  Establishing 
standardized insurance coverage has been extremely difficult. Despite successes towards gaining 





The Role of Inner Roads 
When initially established as a nonprofit in 2018, Inner Roads was assured by the Center for 
Medicaid Services that the program would be covered because they were formerly part of a 
youth residential treatment program, Youth Homes.  In July 2018, the Center for Medicaid 
Services approved Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare (OBH) for coverage nationally.  Additionally, 
Inner Roads is licensed by the Montana Department of Health & Human Services as an Outdoor 
Behavioral Program.   
Nonetheless, on January 2, 2020 the Department of Public Health and Human Services (DPHHS) 
informed Inner Roads that wilderness therapy is not covered by Montana Medicaid and they will 
need to go through legislation to get it added.  There is still some debate on whether or not 
gaining coverage will have to go through legislation because there is a gray area on where 








Assets and Resources 
The Team Working on the Issue 
Executive Director and Program Therapist: Brie Shulman 
Brie has been working in wilderness therapy since 2008 and is leading the advocacy efforts.  She 
is organizing the messaging, tasks within the team, and communications with Children’s Mental 
Health Bureau, Legislators, the Department of Public Health and Human Services.  
Program Director: Tara Cook 
Tara has been working for Inner Roads for four years and is working with Brie on the advocacy 
message Resprea and communications.  She is in charge of community partnerships and 
fundraising. 
District 91 House Representative: Connie Keogh 
Connie is the legislator who is going to float the Montana Code Annotated 53-6-101 (3) Bill 
expansion.  She has been in support of advocacy efforts for two years.  In the event the issue 
does not have to go to the state legislature, Representative Keogh is willing to rewrite rules and 
make sure Medicaid will cover programming. 
Research Analyst- Sue O’Connell 
Sue is a committee staffer and bill writing specialist.  She is advising the team and navigating the 
legal terms and research. 
Graduate Students- Norah Cook and Mary Glatz 
Norah and Mary are researching the issue, opponents, supporters, and rules.  They are also 







Inner Roads is currently funded by the Department of Child and Family Services.  They receive 
funding for the clinical therapy hours conducted in the field through insurance companies.  They 
do need additional funding, especially because they are hoping to expand.  To help with this 
Inner Roads launched a Fundraising Task Force to build local business connections, schedule 
pint nights, and aid in organizing their fundraising events. 
Resources 
Gear is acquired through donations.  Inner Roads is on the community bulletin at REI and has a 










1. Purpose the Bill Expansion to the State of Montana in November 2020 Montana 
Code Annotated 53-6-101 (3)  
This section outlines the services available from Medicaid and wilderness programs are not 
currently included.  However, section R of MCA 53-6-101 (3) states that any additional medical 
service or aid allowable under or provided by the federal Social Security Act may be covered by 
Medicaid.  Furthermore, MCA 53-6-101 C states Medicaid is authorized to give services “that 
employ the science of prevention to reduce disability and illness, services that treat life-
threatening conditions, and services that support independent or assisted living, including pain 
management, to reduce the need for acute inpatient or residential care” (Montana Code 
Annotated, 2019). 
Tactics 
● Use the term “additional” stated in section R as evidence for coverage being required 
● Utilize the peer reviewed research provided by the Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare 
Council that supports the science of effectiveness and prevention provided by wilderness 
therapy programs to reduce mental illness  
● Emphasize Inner Roads’ accreditation with the Department of Human and Family 
Services and their license with the Montana Department of Health & Human Services as 
an Outdoor Behavioral Program 
● Stress their role as a mechanism to reduce the need for further inpatient or residential 
care after participation saving money for Medicaid  
● Utilize Inner Roads’ clean safety record, highly trained staff, and best practices used in 






● Attain Medicaid coverage for wilderness therapy programs so at-risk youth can 
participate regardless of economic status 
● Inner Roads can grow and become more sustainable 
● Other programs can develop and become more inclusive in care 
2. Publicize and promote the Fundraising Task Force throughout Missoula 
(Ongoing) 
Tactics 
● Remain engaged in community meetings and events 
● Continue networking, attending events hosted by other nonprofits 
● Invite other non-profits to the Inner Roads fundraiser 
● Explain the advocacy efforts Inner Roads is working on to nonprofit professionals in the 
community 
● Reach out to the Board and stakeholders and ask if they have ever lobbied and if so what 
was their experience/tips 
Intended Outcomes 
● Gain more partners and stronger connections throughout the community 
● Collaborate on issues and resources 
● Acquire knowledge on what worked well for other nonprofits who have lobbied before 
and gain community support on Inner Roads advocacy efforts 
Short Term 
Educate the Board of Directors, donors, volunteers, and employees on advocacy 






● Have a successful fundraiser by engaging the participants in information on advocacy for 
the issue 
● Find alumni willing to share their stories of success at the fundraiser and add narratives 
to the website if they are willing to raise awareness and support 
● Get the entire team to attend the fundraiser 
● Post about the issue on Inner Roads social media accounts (Ongoing) 
Intended Outcomes 
● Gain momentum for advocacy  
● Get everyone on the same page in regard to understanding the issue 
● Increase support for advocacy efforts   
Network with other legislators, possible donors, and youth mental health facilities 
across the state (By end of summer 2020) 
Tactics 
● Reach out to other legislatures and tell them about Inner Roads and advocacy efforts 
(possibly done by grad students on the team) 
● Visit Shodare and other treatment sites and try to gain their support for advocacy efforts  
● Have research on effectiveness of wilderness therapy programs and impacts of gain 
Medicaid coverage readily available (pamphlet, newsletter, concise letter) 
Intended Outcomes 
● Gain more support, connections, and educate as much as possible 
● Find advocacy tips from similar organizations  







Understand the rule making process and where exactly legislature and the 
Department of Public Health and Human Services stands in regard to Medicaid 
Policy  
Tactics 
● Designate someone to do in depth and continuous research on rule making and policies 
regarding Medicaid changes 
● Organize all previous and ongoing communication (emails, letters, licenses, ect.) with 
stakeholders and officials regarding the issue  
● Compose a written argument for why outdoor treatment programs should be covered 
just as indoor treatment programs are (similarities of the two and strengths of wilderness 
therapy) in the event that the issue does not go to legislation and it becomes a matter of 
Medicaid rules 
● Hold a team meeting or send out a biweekly email update on policy and where the the 
issue is in legislation to get everyone on the same page with knowledge of the issue and 
Medicaid updates 
Intended Outcomes 
● In the event that another change happens regarding rules and the issue does not have to 
go to legislation, Inner Roads stays engaged and informed on policy updates 
● The entire team involved in working on the issue stays up to date and informed on 
policy, the rulemaking process, and any changes 










Program alumni, families of participants (past and future), wilderness therapy and children's 
mental health advocates, Board of Directors, Inner Roads employees, volunteers 
Maintaining Engagement 
● Continue posting on the Inner Roads Facebook and Instagram accounts  
○ Post about getting involved in donating, volunteering, facts about the issue, and 
hype up the fundraiser 
○ Post narratives of wilderness therapy successes and impacts 
○ Get stakeholders to share social media posts 
● Have stakeholders attend the fundraiser 
● Educate the supporters on the issue to enhance momentum for advocacy efforts and the 
Inner Roads mission 
● Continue encouraging donations and volunteering via social media, the fundraiser, and 
newsletter 
● Find out if stakeholders have lobbying or advocacy experience and would like to 
contribute advice 
Opposition 
Lawmakers and other mental health programs who do not believe in/understand wilderness 
therapy, mental health facilities and programs that do not advocate for Medicaid coverage or 
equity in program participation, legislators who are fiscally conservative and do not understand 
the monetary savings of wilderness therapy 
Gaining Support 
● Organize research on the effectiveness of wilderness therapy and the monetary savings  





● Have compelling alumni stories on success available  
● Stress the licensure by the Montana Department of Health & Human Services as an 
Outdoor Behavioral Program and funding received from the Department of Human and 
Family Services 
● Be prepared with an argument for what Inner Roads does well (safety, effectiveness, 
professional and well-trained staff) as opposed to programs that do not 
● Create a consistent argument for similarities between Inner Roads programming and 
other inpatient facilities that receive Medicaid funding 
● Have the Inner Roads team educated and on the same level of knowledge in regards to 
policy, research on benefits, and savings so the message in favor of coverage is 
consistent across the organization 
Stakeholders Level of Importance 
1. Inner Roads team advocating (stay informed, consistent, prepared, and up to date) 
2. Opposing legislators and organizations, DPHHS (build connections, educate them, be 
prepared with narratives and research) 
3. Alumni and families, future participants (keep them engaged and informed) 
4. Board of Directors, volunteers, donors (Keep informed and active) 
5. Partnerships and community (continue collaboration efforts) 
6. Other children's mental health facilities and wilderness therapy programs (inform them 







This powerpoint is a concise overview of what Inner Roads is advocating for, what has been 
done, and what this would mean for the future of the organization.  Medicaid expansion and 
policies can be difficult to understand, given the complexities and confusion with the DPHHS.   
Intended Outcome 
● Enhance the impact of the event by educating attendees on what Inner Roads is doing to 
ensure participation for teens from low-income households 
● Engage the attendees of the event and gain supporters for the advocacy efforts.   
● Excite donors and stakeholder about the advocacy efforts  
● Encourage donations to keep momentum going or become inspired to support the 





● Inner Roads is the only Wilderness Therapy program in the 
lower 48 serving low income teens
● Even though most insurance companies recognize wilderness 
therapy as a form of treatment Medicaid does not
● In November we are proposing a Bill expansion of Montana 
Code Annotated 53-6-101 (3) 
Overview
● What are we advocating 
for and why
● The Bill we plan on 
expanding
● Progress to date
● Our partners for the 
efforts
















● Gaining Medicaid coverage has not been pushed by any other 
wilderness therapy program
● We were covered while operating under Youth Holmes but 
coverage was taken away when we became independent
● Attaining Medicaid coverage has been a goal since becoming 
independent in 2018
What Would Medicaid Coverage Mean
● Wilderness therapy can become more 
accessible for families and teens in need
● Inner Roads can become more sustainable 
as a non-profit through the funding, hire 
more,  and expand programs
The Bill
● Montana Code Annotated 53-6-101 (3) states “any 
additional medical service or aid allowable under or 
provided by the federal Social Security Act may be 
covered by Medicaid”
● Section C states- Medicaid is authorized to give services 
“that employ the science of prevention to reduce 
disability and illness, services that treat life-threatening 
conditions, and services that support independent or 
assisted living, including pain management, to reduce the 
need for acute inpatient or residential care”











● We plan to propose the Bill expansion in November
● We are using peer review research from the Outdoor Behavioral 
Health Council on wilderness therapy to argue the science of 
prevention and effectiveness
● We will emphasize our accreditation with the Department of Human 
and Family Services  and license with the Montana Department of 
Health and Human Services 
Partners
● Committee staffer and Bill writing specialist, Sue O’Connell, is 
advising and  navigating the legal terms and research
● A Social Work Graduate Student is writing the Bill and 
Environmental Studies Graduate Student is helping with planning 
the advocacy
● State Representative Connie Keogh of District 91 is planning on 
floating the Bill expansion in November and a supporter
We Need Your Support!
● Help us ensure wilderness healing for youth-
regardless of socioeconomic status
Questions, Comments, Concerns?
Our Mission- to provide disadvantaged youth with 
affordable outdoor therapeutic experiences that 






The Main Goal 
Expand MCA 53-6-101 to include wilderness therapy in November 2020 but be prepared for the 
event that the issue does not have to go to legislation 
Immediate Tasks  
● Understand policy and litigation process- increase research  
● Keep the entire team informed 
● Remain up to date on changes regarding rule making, Medicaid, and with the DPHHS 
● Have the argument for Medicaid coverage consistent across communications  
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Mindfulness in Wilderness Therapy and 
Equity in Participation 
The time has come to reassess our approaches and methods to behavioral therapy and 
intervention. While the efforts of those practicing traditional behavioral therapy and intervention 
methods are no doubt commendable, recent data cast doubt on their effectiveness. Between 
2008 and 2017, the largest increase in people experiencing serious psychological distress was 
seen among younger adults ages 18-25 by a staggering 71%.  Rates of major depression 
increased 52% from 2005–2017 (from 8.7% to 13.2%) among adolescents ages 12 to 17 and 63% 
2009–2017 (from 8.1% to 13.2%) among young adults ages 18–25 (Twenge et al., 2019). As a 
result: 1 in 6 people aged 10 to 19 years globally now suffer from mental health issues (World 
Health Organization, 2020); suicide is the third most prominent cause of death among young 
people aged 15 to 19 (World Health Organization, 2020); and mental health conditions account 
for 16% of the global burden of disease and person injury in persons aged 10–19 years (World 
Health Organization, 2019). Clearly, traditional methods of treatment and intervention are not 
serving contemporary mental health needs. 
The startling rise in rates of mental illness has also prompted the growth of certain, non-
traditional forms of therapeutic intervention. In particular, wilderness therapy programs and 





interdisciplinary approaches. Given such programs’ proven effectiveness, it is more crucial than 
ever to explore these non-traditional opportunities (DeAngelis, 2013). 
Taking wilderness therapy and mindfulness together, I discuss how the two promote 
healing and accelerate growth in the more than 5,000 teenagers admitted to United States-
based wilderness therapy programs every year (Rosen, 2021). The first portion of this essay 
evaluates how mindfulness practices, cognitive therapy, and immersion into nature collaborate 
to make wilderness therapy a uniquely effective behavioral intervention for at-risk adolescents.  
I then transition into a review of historical critiques of the wilderness therapy industry, 
challenges to growth, and topics for further research. The essay considers how mindfulness 
practices help the industry redefine itself following a history of controversy. I evaluate how 
funding and standardization issues significantly impact accessibility in participation. Taken 
together, I suggest that a concerning lack of engagement equity in the wilderness therapy 
industry exists which also reflects a lack of diversity in the outdoor industry more broadly. 
The Fusion of Mindfulness, Therapy, and Nature 
Wilderness therapy programs, also referred to as “outdoor behavioral healthcare,” treat 
mental health and behavioral disorders by immersing participants in the natural world and 
teaching mindfulness practices (American Psychological Association). The industry’s governing 
body, The Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Council (“OBHC”), defines such programs as “the 
prescriptive use of wilderness experiences by licensed mental health professionals to meet the 
therapeutic needs of clients” (OBHC, 2021). A typical wilderness therapy program entails leading 





and group therapy sessions; psycho-educational programs; and applying primitive skills like fire-
making and backcountry travel (Conlon et al., 2018). It also involves therapeutic assessment and 
intervention to treat problem behaviors, while emphasizing experiential learning and assessing 
outcomes (OBHC, 2021). 
Mindfulness practices, rooted in Buddhist principles, increase awareness of triggers, 
promote nonreactivity to stressors, and facilitate better emotional regulation (American 
Psychological Association). While various traditional psychotherapeutic methods also employ 
mindfulness techniques, studies suggest it is particularly effective in adolescents when paired 
with wilderness elements. Research also correlates mindfulness practices in a wilderness setting 
with positive emotional impacts and behavioral interventions for at-risk youth (Russell, Gillis, & 
Heppner, 2016). 
As alluded to above, this discussion is especially timely given the noted rise in mental 
illnesses and recent research indicating that wilderness therapy is particularly effective in 
adolescents (Werhan et al., 2005). Understanding this connection can help traditional therapy 
programs become more effective as well as make wilderness therapy programs become an 
option for more individuals, especially of more diverse backgrounds. 
Beginning as “tent therapy” in the early 1900s, wilderness therapy never stopped 
evolving. Today, wilderness therapy programs are typically offered to teenagers and young 
adults aged 12 to 18 suffering from mental illness, addiction, behavioral disorders, self-esteem 
issues, trauma, or who previously engaged in criminal activities (White, 2015). Generally, the goal 





behaviors treatments, safety, and stabilization (Watson, 2020). Its success arises from the 
participants’ complete immersion in nature for long stretches of time, along with their 
connection to mindful awareness and disconnection to modern technologies (Conlon, 2018).  
Wilderness therapy programs operate globally and facilitate expeditions consisting of 
four to eight participants lasting two weeks to ten months. As of 2013, the Outdoor Behavioral 
Healthcare Council accredited 56 programs across the United States (Roberts et al., 2016). A 
survey from that year indicates most participants were Caucasian (98.4%); male (65%); aged 
between 12 and 17 years; and come from a middle-socioeconomic class (Rutko & Gillespie, 
2013).  
Mindfulness practices are essential to wilderness therapy programs achieving their goals. 
There are many mindfulness techniques used including yoga, meditation, recognition of 
emotions, self-compassion, reflection, journaling, and breathing techniques (Watson, 2020). 
Notably, most wilderness therapy programs even promote these mindfulness practices as 
instrumental elements to facilitating growth and empowerment of youth (Conlon, 2018).  
The chart below from Aspiro Adventure, a large, long-standing wilderness therapy 
company based in Utah, articulates wilderness therapy’s social and emotional goals well. Most 
other programs across the United States emphasize these when employing their own 
mindfulness practices, formally and informally, in outdoor settings. Such illustrates how 
wilderness therapy includes and accompanies the Buddhist mindfulness practices of attention 





Wilderness therapy companies and their websites, as well as the Center for Disease 
Control, recognize that mindfulness practices like meditation are among the fastest-growing 
health trends in America, increasing three-fold in just the last five years (CDC, 2018). These 
websites offer research on mindfulness and nature’s positive impacts in educating potential 
participants and the public. Wilderness therapy companies seek to use and then apply basic 
mindfulness practices to their programming as a key component making this treatment uniquely 
different from traditional therapy and overcome negative stigma produced by tough love 
militaristic-style programs (White, 2015).   
Mindfulness works to calm the mind to focus on the present moment without distraction 
or judgement. Mindfulness is key to practicing the teachings of the Buddha and requires 
intentional attention to awareness and emotions (Clough, 2020). Specifically, in the mindfulness 
context, a participant being aware and present in the moment relates to Buddhist principles 
which require intentional attention to awareness and emotions. (Clough, 2020). To illustrate, 
wilderness therapy participants consider how some Buddhist leaders teach, “The secret of health 
for both mind and body is not to mourn for the past, worry about the future, or anticipate 
troubles, but to live in the present moment wisely and earnestly'' (Sivaraksa, 1992). Through 





(Sivaraksa, 1992). Reflecting on awareness, recognition of feelings, and nonjudgment as the 
foundation of Buddhist mindfulness, furthers the goals of wilderness therapy by allowing 
participants to consider their actions and futures. 
 Wilderness therapy next uses mindfulness to foster compassion among its participants. 
For example, the first formal wilderness therapy organization, established in the United States in 
1975, is Outward Bound. The founder, Kurt Hahn, made the Buddhist value of compassion a 
guiding philosophical principle to programming (Outward Bound, 2021). In fact, Outward 
Bound’s mission and vision is, “to change lives through challenge and discovery. While perhaps 
ambitious and bold, our vision is a more resilient and compassionate world, with more resilient 
and compassionate citizens” (Outward Bound, 2021). Outward Bound has made compassion a 
focus by participants learning to take care of themselves, the wilderness, and one another while 
surviving in the wilderness. Similarly, the Buddha taught that universal compassion is the key to 
enlightenment and is at the heart of his teachings (Clough, 2020). Both Outward Bound and 
Buddhism rely on mindfulness practices such as self-reflection and meditation to promote 
compassion and kindness and utilize compassion as a guiding principle. 
Another example of the use of Buddhist mindfulness teachings in wilderness therapy is 
Inner Roads, based out of Missoula, Montana. The organization plans entire field days around 
journaling, reflection, and discussion on Buddhist quotes on mindfulness such as, “Well-makers 
lead the water; fletchers bend the arrow; carpenters bend a log of wood; wise people fashion 
themselves. As a solid rock is not shaken by the wind, wise people falter not amidst blame or 





promote thought and meditation on the importance of self-reflection, resilience, and 
accountability.   
Thich Nhat Hanh’s words, “People have a hard time letting go of their suffering. Out of a 
fear of the unknown, they prefer suffering that is familiar” is used to inspire participants to 
understand and take accountability for their suffering and emerge from their comfort zones 
(Inner Roads Resource Manual, 2020). Given the addiction and behavioral and emotional 
disorders participants suffer from, accountability for one's actions is a learning goal in wilderness 
therapy programs. Comparably, accountability for one's actions is also part of the path to 
enlightenment in Buddhism (Clough, 2020). 
Programs use formal mindfulness to meditate, recognize sensations, journal, and open 
awareness while, wilderness therapy also uses informal mindfulness while engaging in everyday 
outdoor activities. Informal mindfulness is what sets wilderness therapy apart from traditional 
therapy and is a main reason why it is effective (Djernis et al., 2019) (Russell et al, 2017). 
Participants are forced to engage in the present moment when participating in outdoor activities 
such as hiking, rock climbing, or canoeing which is considered informal mindfulness. These 
activities elicit stressors that require attention and awareness on a routine basis. Wilderness 
therapy then relates these stresses and awareness required in the everyday programming to the 
participants treatment goals and intentions (Djernis et al., 2019). Additionally, informal 
mindfulness is learned by participants being required to focus their attention outward on nature 
or the activity they are engaging in because they are surrounded by these elements for 





Wilderness therapy programs also employ more clinical aspects of mindfulness. In order 
to help participants cope with behavioral or emotional issues such as stress, anxiety, depression, 
or addiction wilderness therapy employs Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) or 
Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). These target cognitive reactions and are commonly 
cited as attention training (Djernis et al., 2019).    
“MBSR and MBCT include grounding techniques such as diaphragmatic breathing, 
mindful movement, and thought-stopping techniques to help students develop a deeper 
sense of control over their body, actions, and internal processes. Students are also 
regularly encouraged to tune into their senses, pause, and strengthen their mental 
capacity to be still and content without constant distractions” (Trails Carolina, 2020).   
Trails Carolina, a wilderness therapy program in South Carolina, credits MBSR and MBCT with 
their program’s effectiveness. In MBCT or MBSR mindfulness is taught to recognize distressing 
thoughts and hold the experiences with awareness and cultivate acceptance to break up 
stressful or depressive feelings (Kuyken et al., 2010). MBSR and MBCT are both highly researched 
and proven as effective in various therapeutic settings, especially nature (Kuyken et al., 2010).   
Researchers at the University of Cincinnati’s Academic Health Center conducted a study 
about how cognitive therapy merged with mindfulness techniques, like meditation, quiet 
reflection, and facilitator-led discussions, affect youth compared to medications. In the study, 
participants underwent functional magnetic resonance imaging while performing performance 
tasks before and after 12 weeks of MBCT. Researchers found that mindfulness-based therapies, 





emotional information (University of Cincinnati Academic Health Center, 2016). Ultimately, MBSR 
or MBCT are comparable to medications and particularly effective in wilderness therapy since 
participants commonly struggle with impulsivity in judgment-making and high reactivity to 
stressors or feelings (Kuyken et al., 2010).   
In wilderness therapy participants are immersed in the natural world, which is infused 
with uncertainty, forcing participants to live mindfully in the moment (OBHC, 2021). A study 
examining mindfulness-based experiences through adventure in males with substance abuse 
disorders found the 32 participants in a residential adventure therapy program showed 
statistically significant improvements in awareness, appreciation for positive experiences, and 
skills related to nonjudgment and nonreactivity after mindfulness interventions. Researchers 
credit the success to mindfulness techniques being facilitated in nature combined with 
adventure activities that forced the participants to be fully present, then reflect on the 
experience in relation to their addiction (Russell et al., 2016).   
A recent meta-analysis of MBCT and MBSR training in outdoor settings collected 25 
studies and found that nature-based mindfulness had a positive effect on adolescents' physical, 
psychological, and social conditions. Furthermore, the analysis found nature-based mindfulness 
was moderately more effective than non-nature based. The study suggests nature-based 
mindfulness allows natural stimuli to help participants hold attention to the present moment. 
The analysis also identifies that exposure to MBCT/MBSR in nature supports the restorative 
process because the participant is physically distant from their daily life and stressors and 





In wilderness therapy, the environment is not merely a setting but a partner in the 
healing and change process (OBHC). Outdoor behavioral healthcare, both formally and 
informally, draws on healing effects believed to be inherent in nature (Djernis et al., 2019).  
Wilderness environments are credited with accelerating personal growth and healing because 
they are a place where participants can learn and practice physical as well as emotional survival 
skills as they learn to exist in the primitive natural areas (Werhan & Groff, 2005).   
Many participants suffer from behavior or emotional disorders and addictions, hindering 
their ability to consider outcomes to their actions, make positive decisions, and take 
accountability for their actions. However, in the wilderness, as opposed to a formal office or 
treatment facility, consequences are immediate, and perception of risk is apparent causing 
participants to remain mindfully present. Elements of chaos and unpredictability are apparent in 
the wilderness. Participants are forced to bridge the gap between action and consequence 
(Rutko & Gillespie, 2013). This constant perception of risk provided by nature is effective for 
treatment and a mechanism for keeping participants remaining mindful about consequences, 
especially for adolescents who tend to be impulsive. Participants gain a sense of 
accomplishment by completing necessary tasks such as purifying water, cooking, or setting up 
tents which all have risky consequences if neglected. Informally, participants practice 
mindfulness withstanding suffering caused by surviving in the wilderness such as unpredictable 
or harsh weather (Russell, Gillis, & Heppner, 2016). 
Nature-based therapy programs separate participants from daily life, social situations, 





the present situation and reflect on themselves (Russell et al., 2017). This separation from 
triggers is significant in wilderness therapy because of the long-term and full immersion into 
nature. The full immersion into nature for weeks or sometimes months at a time gives 
participants an adequate opportunity for reflection, practice decision making, and time staying 
mindfully present (Conlon et al., 2018).   
Reflection and meditation in nature are enhanced by the sounds of water, wind, or birds 
(Outward Bound, 2021). Nature’s calming and restorative benefits are backed by a great deal of 
research. It suggests disconnecting with one's surroundings and reduction in extensive 
information through immersion in nature can block out negative emotions (Gass, Gillis, & Russel, 
2012). These restorative benefits are perceived possible because of the reduction of excessive 
mental and emotional stimuli provided by everyday life.   
While immersion in nature is proven to have calming and nurturing effects, the elements 
of struggling and chaos are also present. Participants gain heightened self-esteem learning 
outdoor living skills as well as by simply learning to survive and overcome hardships provided by 
nature in remote environments (Roberts et al., 2016). Fundamentally, wilderness and its natural 
elements provide uncertainty and unfamiliarity bringing challenges for humans which are 
difficult to recreate in traditional therapeutic settings.  Participants learn resilience skills while 
living in the elements of nature, overcoming the challenges inherent to living in the wilderness. 
Guides and therapists relate the challenges that arise when simply surviving in the wilderness to 





awareness, perseverance, and attention providing an opportunity for growth in resiliency skills 
(Rutko & Gillespie, 2013).   
Activities and challenges are intentionally planned and reflected on to match 
participants’ goals for growth, but additional challenges and outcomes present themselves while 
in the wilderness setting (Gass, Gillis, & Russell, 2012). Furthermore, due to the long-term and 
outdoor-based components, wilderness therapy is unstructured, flexible, and can have stages of 
development (Russell et al., 2016). “Indoor” activities are turned into “outdoor” activities that 
promote creativity in participants and provide staff with creativity in treatment plans. Clearly, 
every individual has different needs for treatment and there are no one size fits all solutions. The 
outdoor aspect of wilderness therapy allows for treatment to be innovative and in tune with the 
needs of participants (Rutko & Gillespie, 2013). This affords guides and therapists the ability to 
adjust treatment plans after witnessing participants experience and react to the programming.   
Ultimately, wilderness therapy is growing in popularity because of the fusion between 
mindfulness and nature and its proven effectiveness. Participants bring home knowledge of the 
environment, outdoor living skills, and social skills acquired in the wilderness. Perhaps more 
importantly, however, they also come home with coping skills, self-awareness, resiliency, 
mediation, and reflection through practicing mindfulness in nature (OBHC, 2021). It is impossible 
to measure quantitatively the intrinsic impact nature and mindfulness practices have on one's 
mental health or happiness, however, the benefits are demonstrable. The positive impacts 
provided by mindfulness practices infused within wilderness therapy are distinctive and difficult 





In conclusion, the use of mindfulness and research on the effectiveness of wilderness 
therapy has grown significantly in the last several years and there is a growing body of research 
on the connection between the 2. Given the individualized nature of mental illness and lack of 
effectiveness of traditional therapies, it is crucial to understand who wilderness therapy could 
benefit and why (White, 2015).  With what is known about wilderness therapy and the role of 
mindfulness in nature, this alternative therapy warrants further research and consideration.   
The rise in mental illness in adolescents as noted above suggests that traditional 
therapeutic intervention methods are insufficient. Alternative options such as outdoor behavioral 
healthcare can combat the crisis due to their creative and interdisciplinary approach. After 
evaluating the role of Buddhist mindfulness, working to increase the efficacy of wilderness 
therapy, it is imperative that alternative treatment options such as wilderness therapy are 
considered for individuals in need of more than the limited scope of traditional therapy. The 
fusion of cognitive therapy, nature, and mindfulness practices is a unique and powerful 
combination to create lasting change, especially for adolescents.  
A Critical Assessment, Accessibility Concerns, and Research Opportunities  
If there are benefits to wilderness therapy, why isn’t this treatment modality more 
prevalent? Despite research and notable successes, expanding availability and medical 
effectiveness remains in doubt. Wilderness therapy is exceptionally expensive and lacking in 
cultural diversity causing one to question if and how the industry can be more inclusive. More 
broadly, the apparent lack of access to wilderness therapy programs may reflect and correlate 





regarding accessibility and expansion in wilderness therapy, I will explain the common criticisms 
surrounding the industry under the common criticisms pertaining to the history of attempts at 
standardization, accreditation issues, funding, and research discrepancies.   
In reviewing the literature, I found a circular pattern of programs being inaccessible due 
to high costs because of a lack of funding caused by a lack in supportive research. In turn, the 
lack of research to prove the validity in treatment for teens of lower-income families or more 
culturally diverse backgrounds seems unattainable because programs cannot get the funding for 
teens of lower-income households to attend programs in the first place. Ultimately, the question 
of whether eliminating the financial barriers with research would actually fix who can or will 
attend programming still stands.   
Wilderness therapy programs’ burdensome costs may cause the noted lack of racial 
diversity. The programs themselves typically cost between $500 and $600 per day and last up to 
90 days followed by months of treatment in residential facilities (Gass et al., 2019). Certain data 
strongly suggest that prohibitive costs explain why wilderness therapy expeditions consist of 
nearly 98% Caucasian participants (Rutko & Gillespie, 2013). Through personal research and 
experiences with wilderness therapy and mindfulness research, I believe the literature and 
research lack relevant information about ethnic and socioeconomic diversity in programming. 
These sources also fail to adequately explore the impacts wilderness therapy has or could have 
with minority groups. Indeed, therapeutic approaches differ for adolescents from various 





little evidence exists about how wilderness therapy affects participants from different socio-
economic backgrounds (Langlois, 2014).  
Industry standardization through accreditation to overcome historical setbacks combined 
with more viable research, supposedly, would allow insurance to move beyond deeming 
wilderness therapy experimental, thus funding programs and hopefully eliminating financial 
barriers (White, 2021). It is plausible insurance funding would allow more equal opportunity in 
participation. The barriers the industry is up against to achieve funding are outlined under the 
themes of historical controversies, standardization efforts, and research issues.  
To begin to understand the barriers to implementing programming and the lack of 
diversity, the history of the industry and efforts to improve wilderness therapy of the past 
decade must be identified. Unfortunately, there is a long history of examples of wilderness 
therapy programs, ethically, not living up to their potential (Russell, 2006).  Ethical problems 
have created barriers to implementing and growing programs which including a history of 
abuse, controversies, deaths, and an intimidation driven militaristic approach in the 1980s and 
1990s (Stull, 2020). Other common criticisms include cost-effectiveness, safety, inadequately 
trained staff (Scott & Duerson, 2009), and claims of a lack in consistent research-based evidence 
(Lariviere et al., 2012).   
To overcome the historical negative stigma, the present efforts of incorporating 
mindfulness practices into programming need to be supported. Despite recent research and 
anecdotal reports citing many benefits, the industry has had to redefine itself. This is especially 





claiming to be wilderness therapy operations (White, 2015). Taken together, these reported 
shortfalls and difficulties in standardizing the industry make implementing wilderness therapy 
challenging and the importance of focusing on mindfulness practices in programming essential 
(Russell, 2006).  
Standardizing wilderness therapy and youth residential treatment centers has been an 
ongoing battle since 1997 when the Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Center was created (Kaplan, 
2020). The OBHC was established after unregulated, private, and for-profit organizations flooded 
the wilderness therapy market in the 1980s and 1990s. Many attribute this robust expansion to 
desperate parents believing inpatient psychiatric hospitals to be ineffective (White, 2015). 
Enticed by relatively low-startup costs and the potential for high-profit margins, the wilderness 
therapy industry’s sudden growth, coupled with a troubling lack of regulations, inevitably 
resulted in controversies. The OBCH was established as a result of lawsuits because scandals, 
abuses, and even deaths were reported in programs across the country (Scott & Duerson, 2009). 
The goal of standardization is to differentiate wilderness therapy programs from highly flawed 
boot camps, produce research to help attain funding, and establish best practices (Langlois, 
2014).  
By the early 2000s, wilderness therapy suffered from serious public relations challenges. 
Media outlets compared wilderness therapy to punishment-based boot camps with a culture of 
breaking students down. These included popular programs such as ABC’s hit TV show of the 
early 2000s, Brat Camp (Russell, 2006). In the contemporary context: highly controversial 





opposed to the authoritative, intimidation-driven characteristics of boot camps (Russell, 2006). 
Today, the OBCH’s mission is “to advance the outdoor behavioral healthcare field through the 
development of best practices, effective treatments, and evidence-based research” (OBHC, 
2021). In other words: OBCH seeks to distinguish wilderness therapy programs from highly 
controversial military-style boot camps, produce research, and establish safety in programs 
(Langlois, 2014). 
Preceding serious allegations of abuse and safety concerns, programs were privately and 
publicly funded (Bettmann et al., 2011). In 2007 the US Government Accountability Office 
investigated wilderness therapy and residential programs after 10 reported deaths from 1980 to 
2007 in a report titled, Residential Treatment Programs: Concerns Regarding Abuse and Death in 
Certain Programs for Troubled Youth. The GAO found thousands of allegations of abuse and 
significant evidence of inefficient management and staff training leading to death of participants 
(Government Accountability Office, 2007). Once the GAO report came out many insurance 
companies pulled funding and licensure became critical (Kaplan, 2020).   
Licensure of programs, a main goal of the OBHC to standardize the industry ensuring 
best practices, differs from state to state (White, 2015). Some states require programs to register 
as treatment facilities and others require various degrees of licensed mental health professionals 
in programs. Accreditation at the national level occurs through the Association of Experiential 
Education, The Joint Commission, or Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities 





Sections of the US government have also taken initiative to help in the regulation of 
Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare. In 2008, the Bureau of Land Management, released a 
memorandum addressing what wilderness therapy programs must do in order to obtain permits 
from each state’s individualized requirements to obtain licensure. The memorandum explains 
that each camp must obtain a permit to use public land. Alternatively, programs lacking a permit 
must remain in good standing with the respective state requirements, provide records and 
references of prior experiences, and similar operations (Scott & Duerson, 2009). 
Despite these well-intentioned attempts to standardize wilderness therapy programs 
under a common licensure scheme, unregulated programs nevertheless operate by their own 
standards. The OBHC currently represents 22 programs, less than half the total number in 
operation (Rosen, 2021). Industry professional, Ph.D. Will White, a nationally recognized 
researcher, program director, and author of Stories from the Field: A History of Wilderness 
Therapy, articulates the challenges with regulating wilderness therapy programs. Recently, White 
discussed the lack of accreditation in his podcast, Stories from the Field, Demystifying Wilderness 
Therapy: 
“Accreditation is not required to operate in a state and many wilderness therapy 
programs are not accredited but that is changing as more and more programs see the 
value of having outside reviewers help them by pointing out things that they may have 
not been aware of. I believe in the next 5 years or so that if a program is not accredited 
by one or both of the previously mentioned accredited bodies then they will be out of 





Thankfully, accreditation and licensing are main objectives of the industry raising hope for better 
programs with positive outcomes for youth which insurance companies will want to fund. For 
now, renegade programs invariably create discrepancies among industry-wide standards and 
otherwise ensure debates about licensure and accreditation, program effectiveness, and ethics 
(Rosen, 2021). 
Variation in terminology is the next major challenge to standardization and accreditation 
efforts. For example, several terms have been coined to describe therapeutic wilderness 
programs, including “adventure therapy”, “Outward Bound”, “wilderness challenge programs”, 
“outdoor behavioral healthcare”, and “wilderness therapy”. Authors have attempted to delineate 
key elements within each of these and there are syntheses of the literature that offer useful 
comparisons, highlighting areas of congruence and variation (Rutko & Gillespie, 2013).   
Concerningly, the lack of a consistent definition is yet another common reason insurance 
companies employ to refuse to fund programs and is a consistent complaint of critics. Due to 
the multifaceted nature of wilderness therapy, it is seemingly unclear what actually takes place in 
the wilderness treatment process, how it stimulates change, and there are suspected 
inconsistent research methods (Fernee et al., 2017). Taken together, these variations make 
creating a unanimous definition difficult but necessary for standardization and securing funding. 
The lapse of standardization along with claims of a lack of research proving medical 
benefits is insurance companies’ justification for not being willing to fund wilderness therapy 
programs (Rosen, 2021). Meanwhile mental, emotional, and behavioral disorders among youth 





proven cheaper than residential treatment centers (Gass et al., 2019). Currently, most insurance 
companies will not pay for wilderness therapy or only pay a small portion (Rosen, 2021). This has 
real and negative ramifications. In practical terms, an insurance company’s refusal to pay for a 
wilderness therapy program prompts families to seek treatment from in-patient therapeutic 
centers (White, 2015). This has resulted in families paying upwards of $100,000.00 for nearly a 
year of treatment (Kaplan, 2020).  
Beginning in 2014, families of participants, along with the OBHC and NATSAP (National 
Association of Therapeutic Schools and Programs) have begun arguing in lawsuits that insurance 
companies must cover wilderness therapy under the federal Mental Health Parity and Addiction 
Equity Act (29 U.S.C.S. § 1185a) (Kaplan, 2020). The Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity 
Act, as amended by the Affordable Care Act, must provide coverage for mental health care 
comparable to the medical coverage of a plan (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, 2021). 
Furthermore, in 2016, the American Hospital Association’s recognized Outdoor Behavioral 
Healthcare as a viable form of treatment, and the National Uniform Billing Committee 
established an insurance billing code for OBH (Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Council, 2021). 
Still insurance companies commonly argue that wilderness therapy, even when 
employing mental health professionals, is experimental due to flaws in and limited research 
(Harper, 2017). Current wilderness therapy research relies on qualitative anecdotal evidence 
deemed unreliable (White, 2015). Researchers question the methodology in which research is 
comprised due to interpretive shortcomings as well as a lack of repeatability (Lariviere et al., 





the anecdotal methods in which it is collected warranting further study with consistent replicable 
research methods, control groups, and follow-up studies (Lariviere et al., 2012). 
The long history of programs not living up to their potential has caused a critical need 
for standardization across the wilderness therapy industry to receive insurance funding. Funding 
issues are supposedly solvable with an increase in research (Harper, 2017).  More research, 
however, requires funding. While wilderness can enhance mindfulness and has many potential 
benefits, especially for adolescents, there is an insufficient amount of reliable research on exactly 
how and for whom this treatment modality is best for and why (Scott & Duerson, 2009). To rebut 
attacks on the quality of research and otherwise secure licensure and funding, the OBHC created 
the Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare Research Cooperative in 1999 (OBHC, 2021).  
The OBHRC’s website boasts over 200 research studies (Outdoor Behavioral Healthcare 
Research Cooperative, 2021). Head researcher Ph.D., Michael Gass claims to base research 
around four main questions: is wilderness therapy safe? How does someone tell the difference 
between a good and bad program? Is it worth the money? Does it work? However, these 200 
studies touting positive results are funded and conducted by the OBHC or NATSAP, causing 
critics to claim a conflict of interest (Rosen, 2021). Encouragingly, in March 2021 the OBHRC was 
given 2.97 million dollars for research funded by different family foundations (White, 2021).  
Despite questions regarding program legitimacy, beginning in 2014, families have largely 
been winning the lawsuits (Kaplan, 2020). Denials Management, a service in Utah, has earned 
4.65 million dollars for families in wilderness therapy coverage from 2016 to 2019 (Claims 





that wilderness therapy can someday become a viable treatment option for adolescents from 
lower-income households, yet questions regarding research remain. 
As is referenced above: high costs and the lack of insurance funding seemingly renders 
wilderness therapy unavailable to a wide swathe of the general population. Currently, wilderness 
therapy is best afforded by families with higher socio-economic status. A 2007 survey of 
wilderness camp participants determined that more than half their families earned at least 
$100,000.00 per year or greater (Behar et al., 2007). Meanwhile, middle and lower-income 
families must either obtain loans or pay out-of-pocket costs to fund outdoor wilderness therapy 
programs. Some programs offer limited scholarships, but lower socio-economic parents and 
adolescents may nevertheless be completely excluded from wilderness therapy treatments 
(Kaplan, 2020).  
Without this apparent financial barrier, a more diverse population could perhaps 
participate. There is very little research on the impact this type of treatment modality could have 
on teens of a lower socio-economic status or of more diverse ethnic backgrounds.  Programs are 
typically tailored to teens from more affluent backgrounds raising the question of how might 
programs have to adapt to serve teens of more diverse and lower socio-economic backgrounds 
(Langlois, 2014). Research shows the traditional therapy approach is different for individuals of 
different socioeconomic statuses (Thompson et al., 2015) and cultures (Sommers-Flanagan & 
Sommers-Flanagan, 2018). Interestingly, there is a lapse research on how wilderness therapy 





Besides socioeconomic factors, a study on 43 Canadian First Nations youth articulates 
how “indigenous voices are largely silent in the outdoor education and adventure therapy” 
(Ritchie et al., 2015). The study found that a 10-day outdoor adventure leadership experience 
(OALE) promoted resilience and well-being in youth. The study calls for further research on OALE 
for indigenous youth as well as an increase in cultural awareness in programs (Ritchie et al., 
2015). This study, and hopefully more to follow, suggests wilderness therapy could be an 
effective treatment modality for adolescents from diverse cultural backgrounds if given the 
opportunity. Ultimately, research on how wilderness therapy impacts different income levels or 
cultural backgrounds ought to be incentivized and pursued to ensure more youth can 
participate. 
The low number of BIPOC (black, indigenous, people of color) in wilderness therapy 
programs correlates with the fact that 70% of people visiting national forests, national wildlife 
refuges, and national parks are Caucasian (National Health Foundation, 2020). The relationship 
between a lapse in participation of BIPOC in outdoor spaces reflects a lack of participation in 
wilderness therapy programs. The lack of involvement in wilderness therapy seems to 
perpetuate systemic issues in the dominant white culture in relation to outdoor recreation 
opportunities.  
Wilderness therapy programs being overwhelmingly white cause one to notice programs 
unconsciously reflecting the engagement issues from the outdoor industry at large. Through my 
exploration, I found that there is a major gap in literature on ways the culture of wilderness 





excluded, unwelcome, or unheard when they already are in a very vulnerable place causing them 
to require treatment. Access to wilderness therapy for culturally diverse and economically 
disadvantaged youth means access to mindfulness practices and the outdoors, both of which 
require equal opportunity as to not perpetuate stereotypes and inequity.   
Clearly, further research on how reducing attendance fees and costs affects inclusivity is 
necessary. Namely, explaining how wilderness therapy affects persons currently unrepresented 
in programs may encourage greater investment from insurance companies. Such would be 
particularly enlightening considering that existing research indicates traditional talk therapies 
impact persons of various demographic and cultural groups differently (Thompson et al., 2015). 
Increasing access to wilderness therapy also enables programs to cultivate “multicultural 
humility” among participants and staff. Multicultural humility, an increasingly prevalent notion 
among mental health professionals, consists of practitioners developing lifelong interests and 
commitments to learning about cultural diversity and cultural self-awareness (Sommers-
Flanagan & Sommers Flanagan, 2018). Training wilderness therapy staff in multicultural humility 
would contribute to the expeditions’ success and deter the industry from perpetuating issues in 
the dominant white culture. Ultimately, such would require expanding access and availability, 
through increased funding, to more diverse participants. 
 At this juncture, it is important to recognize that mental conditions often pose life-long 
struggles for sufferers. These conditions may outlast adolescence even when wilderness therapy 
is “successful”. Former participants require treatment long after they complete the programs 





is usually the first step in a continuum of specialized and general care for adolescents for whom 
outpatient programs simply would not suffice (Scott & Duerson, 2009). While programs are 
always reconsidering and re-evaluating their approaches to determine which aftercare methods 
are most effective, this is a natural and necessary process to make wilderness therapy successful 
and the mindfulness practices incorporated into participants everyday lives. Even so, 
methodological and demographic questions continue to hinder the growth and perceived 
legitimacy of the wilderness therapy industry (Langlois, 2014). 
More broadly, the wilderness therapy industry should incentive further research into 
itself, its methods, and how the relatively burdensome costs and fees impact various 
demographics, in particular those which are unrepresented and could greatly benefit. Further, 
greater standardization may overcome much of wilderness therapy’s problematic history, 
negative stigmatization, and underfunding. Most importantly, however, wilderness therapy 
should prioritize expanding its programs and promote inclusivity among participants. Together, 
these actions would quiet the unfair criticisms, enable insurance companies to move beyond 
deeming programs experiential, and expand accessibility. The inaccessibility of this treatment 
seems to be provided by the circular track of a lack in funding because of issues and gaps in 
research but collecting this research means actually opening opportunities for more diverse 
participants requiring funds.   
The lack of opportunity in wilderness therapy for teens of lower socioeconomic 
households combined with the known lack of cultural diversity in programs seems to parallel 





therapy programs become more accessible, the outdoor industry generally would benefit both 
directly and indirectly. Indeed, wilderness therapy programs and the outdoor industry writ large 
appear to suffer from similar engagement and opportunity deficits among adolescents from 
lower socioeconomic households. Both should consider these deficits to be especially 
concerning given nature and mindfulness’s well-noted benefits, as well as the growing need for 
alternative mental health treatment modalities for adolescents.  
While alternative treatment modalities are on the rise along with mental health issues 
(World Health Organization, 2020), it is imperative the wilderness therapy industry grows in a 
positive direction and finds ways to include participants of all backgrounds. Despite all criticisms, 
wilderness therapy is a valuable and growing treatment meaning it is more necessary than ever 
these programs find innovative ways to ensure equality in engagement opportunities. The fusion 
of mindfulness and nature make wilderness therapy viable and successful for many teens and 
while the industry works to better itself through standardization with funding and research, it is 
essential that creating equal opportunity in access to programs is at the heart of industry 
growth. Not only is creating equal opportunity and understanding the strengths and limitations 
of wilderness therapy important to the industry specifically but it could also help create equity 
across the outdoor industry and mindfulness movement.  
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In our retreat at the beginning of the EVST program, Professor Neva Hassanein 
challenged us to reflect on then write and present our purpose statements. My purpose 
statement was as follows: “My goal is to develop the tools to be a leader that creates positive 
impacts on everyone I contact as well as the earth. I am a caring person passionate about 
environmental stewardship and social justice. My purpose is to create a more kind and loving 
world through my actions by using my values of adventure, integrity, and compassion.” While 
much has happened both in the world and personally since the retreat on October 5, 2019, I still 
stand by my purpose statement. More importantly, I feel my portfolio is a tangible example of 
living out this purpose statement and will manifest in my career pursuits. With the rigorous work 
I completed in graduate school towards creating more equal access to participation in 
environmental education, I gained the tools to be a leader that creates positive impacts utilizing 
my values of adventure, integrity, and compassion.   
Reflecting on my two years in the EVST program, I am humbled by and appreciative of 
my personal and professional growth as well as the interpersonal connections afforded me. 
Prior to graduate school, I had never been to Missoula nor was I confident in my academic 
abilities at the graduate level. I am immeasurably grateful to the faculty, my cohort, and all 
those I met in Missoula during the process for encouraging and challenging me to live to my 
fullest potential. Despite unprecedented obstacles of the past two years, the community at the 
University of Montana and opportunities provided by those involved in EVST have been 





  Through my exploration of equity in environmental education engagement for teens 
through this portfolio, I utilized the coursework and resources in EVST to create a product I can 
fold into my career. Encouragingly, I found that although there is a great deal of work to be 
done to create more equal opportunities for environmental education, there seems to be a 
significant amount of momentum and interest in the movement. I realized this through working 
with the staff and volunteers of Inner Roads, reaching out to state representative Connie Keogh 
regarding HB216, meeting with the MCC to create the curriculum, and researching the 
wilderness therapy and outdoor industries at large. Not only did I learn a tremendous amount 
by interacting with these organizations and individuals while working on this portfolio, but it 
encouraged and heightened my desire to pursue a career making environmental education 
more accessible regardless of resources.   
Outside of the portfolio, the other rigorous coursework and teaching assistantship 
bolstered the instructing, writing, leadership, and public speaking skills I sought to acquire in 
graduate school. Taken together, the coursework, portfolio, teaching assistantship, and personal 
connections provided by my time in EVST are exactly what I needed to enhance my career in 
environmental education.  
Given my extensive work history with youth as well as in the outdoors, I had always been 
interested in working in wilderness therapy and EVST helped connect me to Inner Roads. My 
work with Inner Roads was the practical administrative experience with a new nonprofit 
specializing in working with low-income youth that pushed me to pursued graduate school. 





the government level. This internship experience was enhanced by completing Advocacy and 
Public Policy with the Nonprofit Administration program because I took the course the same 
semester I was hired, spring 2020. 
To complement my work with Inner Roads, through the curriculum development, I 
gained experience working with the Montana Conservation Corps, a much larger, longer-
standing environmental education non-profit. The curriculum project provided me with a 
product I will hopefully implement in a future career or show to potential employers. Building 
programs and writing curriculum was a goal I had for graduate school which was afforded by 
the Wilderness Living Skills Curriculum project. 
Uniquely, I gained experience with two different Missoula based non-profits facilitating 
environmental education with teens. I experienced working with Inner Roads, a small, young 
non-profit with a direct mission to serve low-income at-risk teens while seeing the workings of 
the MCC, a large statewide and long-standing non-profit with goals for reaching teens from 
lower income households. Observing the similarities and differences of the two organizations 
improved my understanding of non-profit management, technical writing and communication, 
community outreach, volunteer management, budgeting, participant recruitment, staffing, and 
engaging a board of directors. 
The research review on mindfulness, wilderness therapy, and industry accessibility helped 
me to better understand the industry for a future career as well as to create an original piece to 
further explore. While collecting the wilderness therapy research, I completed Counseling 





was beneficial to collect and organize research on how wilderness therapy operates, then work 
for Inner Roads and witness therapy within nature for low-income youth in practice.  
Interestingly, I found that not only is creating equal opportunity in wilderness therapy important 
to the industry specifically, but it could also help create equity across the outdoor industry and 
mindfulness movement.  
Following the internship, the literature review experience was strengthened by 
researching critiques and methods for the industry to improve its accessibility for the purpose 
of my portfolio. Furthermore, completing counseling techniques and theories as well as non-
profit advocacy and administration significantly enriched my understanding of issues 
surrounding participation and therapy. All of these factors taken together gave me a well-
rounded mix of practical experience and academic understanding behind environmental 
education as a means of therapy and barriers to access.  
Overall, not only do I now have the practical experience of working in the outdoor 
industry with divested youth, but I have the well-rounded academic knowledge and tangible 
piece of this portfolio. The work within this portfolio helped me to achieve my goal of 
developing the leadership skills needed to create more equitable access to environmental 
education and provided me with a foundation I will build on throughout my career. The work 
within this portfolio adds up to my purpose of creating a more kind and loving world by making 
the environmental education experiences that shaped my life available to teens regardless of 





stewardship and an appreciation of the natural world, and I hope the work of this portfolio 
helps create more equal opportunity for engagement for youth. 
  
